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              Prologue


   


   


  A blood-red sun pushed itself over the horizon, slicing through the blackness of the sea and scattering blue, shimmering ripples across its surface. The crimson light crawled inland, revealing the lush overgrowth now smothering most of the city.


  It spread everywhere—an unruly, swelling mass of green.


  Colossal tendrils of bark and leaves wrapped around buildings, punched through the windshields of abandoned cars, and reached deep into the deserted luxury hotel suites along Cannes’s famed Croisette boulevard.


  Through the maze of shifting roots—roots thick as pillars, born from hundreds of cyclopean trees—a humanoid figure moved with fluid ease. It weaved between towering fronds, leapt gracefully over low thickets, and pressed its bare feet into the mud, the skin tough and tanned like hardened bark.


   


  Despite the labyrinthic, living forest around it, it never drifted from its path.


  With each step, the distance to the old lighthouse shrank.


  Its destination was close now. Very close.


   


  Soon, it would arrive.


  And the ritual could begin.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  Chapter 1


   


   


  Charles woke drenched in sweat, his heart pounding as if trying to punch its way out of his chest.


  The nightmare had returned—again. The same one that had stalked him night after night, leaving behind no images, no scenes… only that crushing sense of dread.


  And the sound.


   


  That steady, muffled knock hammering inside his skull.


  TAC. TAC. TAC.


  Each strike throbbed between his temples, a rhythmic punishment for the heroic amount of alcohol he’d demolished the night before.


   


  Eyes stinging, he wiped the tears clinging to his lashes and dragged his palms over what remained of his thinning hair. When his breathing finally slowed, he pushed himself upright to sit on the edge of his bed. His fingers searched blindly across the nightstand for his glasses—until they brushed against the deep, familiar scratch running across the surface.


   


  Relief washed over him.


  He loved that nightstand.


   


  A lacquered wooden piece he’d bought for thirty-five euros instead of forty-seven—an absolute steal thanks to a “slight crack,” as the Ikea salesperson had put it. Poor guy had no idea the defect had been the very thing that sold Charles. All the flawless ones, lined up identically, had disgusted him.


  Because if there was one thing Charles hated more than anything, it was perfection.


   


  A perfect object was a soulless object. An empty shell.


  Same with people.


  How could you trust someone too clean, too polished, too… smooth? Perfection always hid something rotten underneath. Wasn’t there a saying about perfection not belonging to this world?


   


  Tell that to François-Xavier Challier.


   


  Mr. I-Have-Everything-and-Love-to-Rub-Your-Face-in-It.


  What did that smug little bastard think? That having an office on the top floor with his own private bathroom, wearing suits that cost two thousand euros, and marrying a former model made him superior? That it gave him the right to shit on his employees whenever he felt like it—especially Charles?


   


  Conveniently, Monsieur Parfait forgot one tiny detail:


  He only held his position because Daddy said so.


  François Challier Senior—the great patriarch of Sogedam Insurance— who had died a year earlier, leaving the whole empire to his incompetent, pampered heir.


   


  Without his father’s name, François-Xavier wouldn’t be sitting in a luxury office. He’d be exactly like Charles: a miserable traveling salesman begging wealthy entrepreneurs to sign contracts they didn’t need, smiling through humiliation, bowing to every condescending remark.


   


  It would’ve done that spoiled brat some good to experience that.


  But no—kids who grow up taking everything without ever giving back never change.


   


  Sinking deeper into these bitter thoughts, Charles was abruptly pulled back to reality by something unusual.


  Something that hadn’t been there when he’d stumbled into bed, drunk off his ass.


  A stick.


  Lying at the foot of his bed.


   


  Frowning, he put on his glasses and crouched for a closer look.


  It was a long, gnarled piece of gray wood—about a meter in length, thick as a baseball bat. What struck him instantly, filling him with a strange spark of excitement, was how raw it looked. Not straight. Buds protruded along its surface. Bits of bark still clung stubbornly to it. And its end wasn’t cut clean at all—it had been torn, violently.


  Fascinated, Charles picked it up.


   


  The rough bark scraped his palm, and a pleasant warmth surged through him. A blissful smile spread across his face.


  He felt good.


  Calm.


  Powerful.


   


  He swung the branch experimentally. Slow at first. Then faster. Spinning it like a kid playing at a swordfighting game with a wooden toy.


  When the exhilarating rush faded, an instinct hit him hard:


  Hide it.


  Not because it was just a stick—but because it was something more, something precious. Something meant for him.


  He hurried to his bedroom wardrobe, opened it, and shoved the branch beneath a stack of clothes before closing the door with a relieved exhale. The heaviness in his body had lifted. Even the brutal hangover was gone.


  What a feeling.


  He didn’t care how the branch had made its way into his fifth-floor, balcony-less apartment in one of Marseille’s dingy downtown buildings. He didn’t care that he always locked the door twice, like any city dweller with common sense. Or that he was such a light sleeper he’d wake at the slightest sound.


  None of that mattered.


  The only thing that mattered was this:


  The branch had been left here for him.


  It belonged in his hand.


  It had a purpose—a purpose he hadn’t discovered yet.


  But he would.


  Soon.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  Chapter 2


   


   


  TAC… TAC… TAC…


   


  Audrey jolted awake, certain that someone was pounding on her front door. But as consciousness returned in waves, she realized she was drenched in sweat, her stomach knotted as tightly as on the day she’d defended her PhD in front of a jury of grumpy old professors.


  The sound wasn’t coming from her house.


  It came from her mind — the lingering echo of yet another nightmare she couldn’t remember, except for the crushing anxiety it left behind.


  I’m really not made to sleep alone, she thought, her mind drifting to her husband, Franck, who was currently in Cannes with their daughters.


   


  They had left two days earlier for the autumn break. Five more days to go. Five long, empty days…


  The house felt wrong without them — too big, too quiet, like a hollow cathedral where only the echo of her own footsteps existed. Audrey needed the laughter of her girls, the warm timbre of Franck’s voice, to make the place feel alive.


   


  But she hadn’t had a choice. The lab wouldn’t let her take time off.


   


  The work we’re doing is far too important, Dr. Basun, for us to be without you even for a single day, Professor Duprès had declared with his usual pinched expression.


   


  Oh, she understood the importance better than anyone. After all, she was the one who had conceived the project, coordinated the teams, secured the funding, and published the papers. Three years of her life dedicated to those IPS2 stem cells.


   


  And yet, despite her devotion, exhaustion had begun to seep into the cracks. She was terrified of missing her daughters growing up. Zoé and Lucie — her own little stem cells — were five and seven now, stretching toward adulthood at an alarming speed.


  Franck had always supported her, even adjusting his teaching hours to care for the girls when her schedule swallowed her whole. But the night she’d told him she couldn’t join them in Cannes, she had seen something break quietly behind his eyes. Not anger. Not resentment.


  Just sadness.


  And it had shattered her.


   


  She had promised herself then: before the end of the year, she would step back. For real this time.


  No more half-measures.


  Mom, you’ll call us every day? Zoé had asked that morning.


  Of course, sweetheart. Every day.


  I love you, mommy, Lucie had whispered, hugging her tight.


  I love you too, both of you. Forever, no matter what happens, Audrey had replied, using their special bedtime phrase — their little ritual.


   


  Now, alone in her bedroom, Audrey sighed, pushed aside the thoughts and sat up. She slid her feet into slippers and walked to the adjoining bathroom. The cold water on her face helped clear her head, and when she looked into the mirror she heard Franck’s favorite joke echo sweetly in her mind:


  You know you’re getting older when your morning face doesn’t change all day.


   


  “Well, I don’t look that bad,” she murmured, examining the faint crow’s-feet at the corners of her hazel eyes. Her golden-blonde hair still caught the light the way it always had — except for one or two rebellious strands of white she plucked the moment she found them. She looked younger than her thirty-five years, her athletic build sculpted from hours at the climbing gym.


  “Okay, Snow White,” she told her reflection. “Enough admiring. We’ve got work to do.”


   


  When she stepped back into the bedroom, her foot struck something hard. She stumbled and caught herself against the wall.


   


  “Ow! Seriously?”


  She glanced down — and froze.


   


  A piece of wood lay on the floor. A branch, roughly a meter long, its end splintered as if torn straight from a tree.


  “What the…?” She picked it up, turning it in her hands. Coarse. Heavy. Warm?


  Its texture was oddly alive beneath her fingers.


  “Nala, you are in so much trouble,” she muttered automatically — though a part of her was relieved she wasn’t alone in the house. Her golden retriever’s presence was comforting, especially at night.


   


   Franck had insisted the dog stay with her during the family trip.


   


  “You know Nala doesn’t get along with your parents’ neighbor’s cat,” he had reminded their daughters. “And mommy won’t feel so alone with her around.”


  The girls had reluctantly agreed.


   


  Audrey headed downstairs, branch in hand. Nala was curled up in her basket in the living room but sprang up the moment she saw her, tail thumping wildly.


  “Don’t look at me like that,” Audrey scolded with a smile. “Did you sneak this into my room while I was sleeping?”


  At the sight of the stick, Nala wagged even harder and grabbed the end of it in her mouth, pulling insistently.


   


  “Yes, yes, I know you want to play. Later, okay? Let me at least have breakfast.”


  Nala trotted back to her basket and gnawed happily.


  “But how did you even get this inside?” Audrey continued, talking to the dog as if she were answering. “I didn’t see you bring it last night before I locked up.”


  Nala tilted her head in that universal canine gesture of innocent incomprehension.


  “You probably dragged it in earlier and hid it somewhere in the house. Then dropped it in my room while I was asleep, huh?”


   


  The dog wagged again. Audrey took that as confirmation.


  She opened the sliding glass door so Nala could go outside, though the dog remained busy chewing. The sunlight was so bright she had to squint. And they said it would rain today…


   


  A coffee and a slice of toast later, Audrey dressed and headed back toward the garden. Nala had finally gone out — stick and all.


  Audrey locked the front door and stepped outside. She had barely taken two steps toward her old RAV-4 when Nala came barreling across the lawn, stopping dead at her feet and dropping the branch on her shoes.


   


  “Nala, I know I promised we’d play, but I have to go. I’m going to be late.”


  The dog answered by standing on her hind legs and smearing dirt across Audrey’s jeans.


  “Oh, come on!” Audrey laughed despite herself.


  When the dog once again dropped the stick in front of her, Audrey surrendered.


  “All right, all right. Five minutes. But that’s it.”


  She walked to the center of the yard, lush and green beneath the morning sun.


  “Go get it!” she shouted, throwing the branch as far as she could. Nala sprinted after it.


  This place could use a few more trees, Audrey thought, glancing around.


  When she and Franck had bought the old house, tucked near the Sainte-Baume mountains in a small Provençal village called Olliol, the charm of the countryside had enchanted them. But the yard had only one tree — an old almond tree at the far edge of the lawn. Majestic, yes, but terribly lonely.


   


  They had promised to plant more. They never found the time.


  Nala returned at full speed and dropped the branch once more at Audrey’s feet. Audrey picked it up — but paused.


   


  This wasn’t a normal branch.


  The wood’s dark-gray tone, its warmth, the cluster of small rootlike tendrils at one end…


  “Roots,” she whispered.


  A strange idea — instinctive, irrational — bloomed inside her.


  “You want a new tree too, huh?” she said softly to Nala.


  Instead of throwing it again, Audrey crouched and dug into the soft earth with her hands. It didn’t take long to open a small hole. She placed the branch upright, the rootlike end buried in the dirt, and covered it with soil.


  She stood and admired her handiwork.


   


  “Cute, right? A little bonsai.”


   


  It looked more like a reed than a tree, but she didn’t care. The symbol mattered: when Franck would return, he’d see it and remember their promise.


  Audrey patted Nala one last time.


  “I won’t be home until tonight. Be good. And don’t bark at Mrs. Raquena when she comes with your food, okay?”


  Nala gave a soft whine and wagged her tail like a banner.


  “Good girl.”


  Audrey slid into her car, closed the gate behind her, and drove off down the dirt road.


  Nala watched the car disappear, then, realizing there would be no more games today, stretched out on the sun-warmed terrace.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  Chapter 3


   


   


  Supercharged by his extraordinary morning experience, Charles treated himself to a heavy breakfast—topped off with a quick pick-me-up. Then he slipped into his brown velvet suit, pulled on his beige “Columbo” trench coat, grabbed his battered old leather satchel, and headed out. Moments later he was sinking into his car: a tiny white French city car from 1999, its odometer clinging stubbornly to 199,000 kilometers.


   


  He drove to the Sogedam office without incident. The company headquarters occupied a massive glass-and-steel tower in Marseille’s central Prado district, just four kilometers from his apartment. And this morning, Charles felt fired up. Ready to crush it, to score contract after contract, to finally shut up his colleagues—especially that smug little bastard François-Xavier, who never missed a chance to put him down. If Charles’s father were still alive to witness all this, he would have smacked some sense into his good-for-nothing son. Challier Senior had always been a fair man, and he’d always liked Charles. He would never have tolerated the daily humiliations his son hurled at him. Comforted by this thought, Charles puffed out his chest, determined to show the world what he was truly worth.


  Unfortunately, nothing went as planned.


   


  He actually made it to the morning meeting almost on time for once, resolute on catching up with the mountain of pending files on his desk. But as soon as he stepped into the room, François-Xavier—who was busy briefing the whole team—turned toward him. With a predatory grin, he pinned him to the spot.


   


  “Hey, Charlie the clown. What’s up? Forget how to read a clock, or are you already drunk this early in the morning?”


   


  The men around the table burst out laughing, along with the only woman present: Jennifer, the personal secretary of Junior Challier. A tall, haughty redhead who dressed exclusively in skirtsuits and heels, she struck Charles as more luxury showpiece than actual secretary. Her real tasks? Bringing her boss coffee whenever he snapped his fingers… and letting him bang her in his penthouse office at any hour of the day. They were so discreet that everyone in the company knew about it. Because that was who Mister my-life-is-so-much-better-than-yours truly was: a generous man—he liked to share. A real gentleman.


   


  And this morning, Charles was his target.


   


  Throughout the entire meeting, François-Xavier kept shooting him side glances and tossing sarcastic remarks at full volume just to entertain the room. With every passing minute, Charles felt his morale melting away like snow under the sun.


  When the meeting finally ended and everyone began packing up, he wasn’t the least bit surprised to hear his boss call out to him:


  “Hey, artist! Stick around a second—I need a word. And close the door behind you once everyone’s out, PLEEEASE!”


   


  He exaggerated the last word with slow, syrupy emphasis and a wide, patronizing smile, as if he were speaking to a toddler. Charles kept a straight face, but he knew this private chat wouldn’t bring anything good.


  “So, my dear Charlie,” his boss began with fake friendliness, “how long have you been working here?”


   


  Charles opened his mouth, but François-Xavier cut him off:


  “Fifteen years, Charlie. I checked. Can you imagine? Fifteen years! How did my father put up with you for so long—with your constant lateness and that miserable face of yours? And more importantly… why? Seriously, why? You tell me.”


   


  Charles didn’t know what to say. While his manager rambled on, he couldn’t help staring at the man’s wide mouth, mesmerized by the perfectly aligned rows of blindingly white teeth—standing at attention like ivory soldiers. They contrasted violently with his prune-colored skin, a consequence of excessive tanning-bed sessions.


  “For nothing, buddy!” François-Xavier went on. “Nada! Zilch! If you at least made money for us, maybe I’d get it. But nope—your numbers go down every single year!”


  His tone sharpened with every word.


   


  “Tell me, pal, when was the last time you brought in a real contract? Six months ago? A year? And I’m not talking about some basic health or home insurance policy. Clients ask for those themselves—you don’t even have to sell them. No, I’m talking something juicy. Like a full all-risks coverage plan.”


  “Well, actually, those contracts aren’t really my specialty,” Charles tried. “I usually—”


   


  “I DON’T GIVE A DAMN!” his boss roared, eyes bulging. “I’m done watching your fat gut wander around the coffee machine all day instead of catching us some real pigeons—got it?”


  Foam gathered at the corners of his lips. He looked like a rabid dog.


   


  “And have you seen yourself? Those bags under your eyes, those jowls, that shiny bald head—you look like an old bulldog on Prozac! I get that your business-school lessons are far behind you now that you’re past fifty, but that’s no excuse to forget the basics. You’re supposed to attract clients, seduce them, not scare them away! With your face, you couldn’t sell a parka to an Inuit!”


  Charles lowered his head, staring at his moccasins like a scolded child. Eventually, his superior calmed down enough to deliver the final blow:


  “Now listen carefully, Charlie the clown. You’re on thin ice. In my office, I’ve got a stack of candidates this long—young, hungry, ready to take your job. So I’m giving you one week. One. You clean up your files and you bring me a damn golden contract. If not, you pack your things and head straight to the unemployment office. And trust me—hitting the job market at your age is a one-way ticket to the soup kitchen, if you catch my drift. Now get out before I change my mind and fire you on the spot!”


   


  With theatrical flair, François-Xavier turned his back to him and focused on the bright projection screen.


  Stunned, Charles walked out, slipped down the hallway toward his cubicle, avoiding the eyes of colleagues who had no doubt heard everything (François-Xavier had made sure of that by yelling loud enough to wake the dead). He pulled the blinds shut, sat down, and grabbed the little flask of whisky he always kept in the inner pocket of his coat. He drank in heavy gulps, the burning sensation soothing him for a brief moment.


   


  Then he got to work—digging through the towering piles of files on his desk, determined to find the one rare gem that might save his job.


   


  He had no choice now. It was all or nothing.


   


   


                          


   


   


   


   


   


  Chapter 4


   


   


  Sorting through the mountain of files cluttering his desk, Charles finally unearthed a life-insurance proposal he had pitched about a month ago to a wealthy real-estate mogul. The man had said he’d “think about it.” No news since then.


  When Charles saw the size of the investment—several million euros—his pulse spiked. He grabbed his phone and called. Straight to voicemail.


  Fine. If the guy wouldn’t pick up, Charles would go knock on his damn door. What did he have to lose? Worst case, he’d leave a brochure in the mailbox and then harass the man by phone until he answered—the good old method.


   


  He stuffed the documents into his worn leather satchel, left the Sogedam Insurance offices with his gaze glued to his shoes, slid into his old Twingo car and drove toward the wealthy districts.


  To get there, he took the Corniche Kennedy, Marseille’s seaside boulevard. The sea below was so calm it looked like an endless navy-blue lake, the morning sun scattering a million golden sparks over its surface. Picture-perfect—if you ignored the massive, bruised thunderclouds massing on the horizon.


  He reached the gate of his client’s mansion, an architect-designed palace perched over the cliffs of the Roucas Blanc, one of Marseille’s most exclusive neighborhoods. Parking along the curb, he practiced his best salesman smile in the rear-view mirror, took a quick swig of whisky for courage, stepped out with his satchel under his arm, and pressed the intercom.


   


  A moment later, a woman’s elderly voice answered.


  “Oui? Who is it, and what do you want?”


  “Uh—hello, I’m Charles Beldone from Sogedam Insurance. I’d like to speak with Mr. Rugalières, please.”


  “Oh, I’m sorry, monsieur,” the voice replied, “but Mr. Rugalières never receives salesmen at home.”


  “I’m not a salesman, madame—we’ve known each other for years… practically friends, really,” he heard himself say, surprising even himself with the audacity. “It’s just a small formality. Won’t take long.”


   


  “Well, if you’re a friend, that’s different. Remind me of your name?”


  “Beldone, madame! Thank you!”


   


  He couldn’t believe it. Too easy.


  The gate opened automatically, and he walked up the wide gravel path lined with palm trees toward the entrance of the property, where a pearl-white Porsche Panamera and a brand-new Range Rover Sport gleamed in the sun.


   


  He raised his hand to knock on the massive double wooden doors when they suddenly opened. A woman in her late sixties, with silver hair pulled into an unforgiving bun and wearing a black-and-white maid’s uniform that looked straight out of the 1950s, stood before him. She moved awkwardly to hold the heavy door—too awkwardly. It slammed into a sideboard with a crash. A crystal ornament toppled off and shattered at Charles’s feet.


   


  “Oh! I’m so sorry,” the housekeeper gasped, genuinely distressed. “If my mistress sees this…”


  “Maria?” called another voice down the hall. “Do we have visitors?”


   


  A refined woman in her sixties appeared behind the panicked maid. Before she could notice anything, Charles casually nudged the crystal shards under the sideboard with a discreet tap of his shoe. The woman—elegant, rigid, and coiffed with the same severity as her employee—approached, her emerald eyes studying him with a melancholy glaze.


  “Good morning,” she said with affected poise. “I am Hélène Rugalières.”


   


  The way she extended her perfectly manicured hand made Charles hesitate—shake it, or kiss it? He chose the handshake.


  “Come in. My husband will see you shortly.”


   


  As she turned away, Charles leaned toward the maid and whispered, “Get rid of that.”


  Her grateful eyes widened.


   


  He followed Mrs. Rugalières through the grand hall, its towering marble columns shining like polished bone. A crystal chandelier glittered overhead. She leaned toward him and confided:


  “I must warn you—my husband has been in a foul mood ever since he saw the latest CAC 40 numbers… the stock market, you know.”


   


  As she moved closer, Charles caught her perfume—and another scent he knew all too well: alcohol.


  Almost as if she’d read his thoughts, she added:


   


  “Would you like a drink while you wait?”


  “Yes, gladly, madame!” he replied with the exact salesman grin he had rehearsed in the mirror. But inside, his blood simmered. These rich bastards don’t hold back, huh? And look at her with her airs. Bet she lived in the same kind of crumbling apartment as me before marrying Mr. Moneybags…


   


  She led him into the vast living room—he took the brown leather couch, she perched on one of the four Chesterfield armchairs around a colossal stone fireplace.


   


  “A Scotch neat?” she offered.


  “That would be perfect, madame.”


   


  She raised her voice toward a glass door leading to the kitchen.


  “Maria? A Scotch neat and a Spritz, please!”


   


  Five minutes later, the housekeeper rushed in with a tray, served them, and vanished. Mrs. Rugalières took her Spritz without acknowledging her, downed it in a single gulp, and stared straight at Charles.


   


  “Do you have children, monsieur…?”


  “Beldone, madame. And no, I’m not married.”


  “Good for you,” she said sharply, reclining back. “Marriage is nothing but a long chain of disappointments, believe me…”


   


  Her gaze drifted for a moment before returning to him.


   


  “You know, I used to be an architect. Yes! I designed this house myself. It was the last one I ever drew. After marrying my husband, I had to abandon my career to manage his affairs… and raise the four sons he gave me.”


   


  Charles nodded politely, though his patience was thinning. He wasn’t here to listen to the memoirs of an upper-class alcoholic suffering from golden-cage syndrome. He needed one thing: a signature.


  His Scotch was already empty. Damn.


  She went on:


  “You’re a man, so you can’t possibly understand what it means to carry a child, give life to him, cradle him, cherish him, soothe his tears, comfort his fears, encourage his successes. You pour yourself into them completely—it’s a fusion, a perfect symbiosis, do you understand?”


   


  Charles shrugged vaguely.


   


  “And for what?” she continued bitterly. “For them to abandon you after twenty years of love and sacrifice! They tell you you’re too present, that they need independence, that they’re no longer children! But can a mother ever stop being a mother, Monsieur Beldone? Tell me that!”


  Charles immediately understood that her last question hadn’t been a real one, so he kept silent.


   


  “Of course not!” she exclaimed. “Asking a mother to stop being a mother is like asking a bird to stop flying! And what are we left with? A husband who barely remembers you exist and—”


  “Speaking of your husband,” Charles cut in, on the verge of snapping, “he is here today, isn’t he?”


  “You know, my dear, he’s here without really being here. When I speak to him, he barely answers. But you’re right—I must be boring you with my stories. Forgive me. Business is business, is it not?”


  “No, no, madame,” Charles protested. “I only meant—”


  “I know exactly what you meant, my friend,” she interrupted gently. “Don’t trouble yourself.”


   


  Then she gave him a sly, lopsided smile.


   


  “I know all too well how indelicate men can be. Wait right here—I’ll go fetch him…”


   


  She set her empty glass on the walnut coffee table, lifted herself with as much aristocratic grace as she could muster… ruined immediately by a slightly unsteady step. That wobble summed up everything Charles despised in people like her—people who pretended to be flawless despite their cracks showing through the lacquer. They held their heads high no matter what, even when their world was collapsing beneath them. It disgusted him.


  He drifted into a brief daydream: grabbing a big wooden cudgel and smashing everything in the room—vases, portraits, knickknacks—shattering the polished surface to reveal the rot underneath. What a thrill that would be.


   


  A man’s voice suddenly snapped him out of it.


   


  “Good afternoon, Monsieur Beldone. To what do I owe the pleasure?”


  Charles turned. René Rugalières himself stood in the doorway: a man in late middle age with icy blue eyes and slicked-back hair white as ground marble. His thin lips curled into a polite, practiced smile. Charles rose and shook the firm handshake that all men of his profession seemed born with.


   


  “When my wife told me an old friend was waiting for me in the sitting room,” Rugalières added, “I certainly didn’t expect to see you.”


  “I apologize for the… unannounced visit, sir,” Charles began. “But since I couldn’t reach you by phone, I thought—”


  “You thought?” Rugalières interrupted, eyebrows shooting up. “And who exactly asked you to think, my good man? You’re not paid to think. You’re paid to offer investment solutions—solutions I’m free to accept or decline. Leave the thinking to thinkers, Monsieur Beldone. Do your job properly, that’s all we ask. And tell me—did your superiors authorize this little intrusion into my home?”


  “No, sir,” Charles admitted, feeling the temperature in the room drop. “It was a personal initiative. You see, I have here”—he gestured at his satchel—“a life-insurance contract with an extremely competitive rate. I thought a man of your caliber would appreciate the opportunity.”


   


  A little shameless flattery never hurt, he told himself.


   


  “A personal initiative, really?” Rugalières echoed, skeptical. “Well then. Show me.”


   


  Charles’s heart hammered. He had managed to hook him. That was something. He handed over the file, doing his best to hide the tremor in his hand.


   


  “It’s a managed-allocation life-insurance plan that will—”


   


  Rugalières snatched the document sharply and silenced him with a raised hand. He perched a pair of tiny chain-rimmed spectacles on the end of his nose and scanned the paper from top to bottom, page after page, for what felt like an eternity. Sweat dripped down Charles’s forehead. He would have sold his soul right then for another Scotch.


   


  Suddenly, Rugalières looked up.


   


  “This is a joke, isn’t it?”


  “A joke? Of course not!” Charles stammered.  “Why would you—”


  “Why?” the businessman barked. “Because this contract is exactly the same as the one you offered me over a month ago! Are you mocking me?”


  “Well yes, it’s the same contract, sir,” Charles said, confused, “but I don’t see—”


  “Oh, you don’t see?” Rugalières thundered, his face tightening. “Then perhaps a so-called professional like you should consider a new career. A rate established at time ‘t’ is no longer valid a month later! If you don’t understand that, you’re an amateur. Now get out of my house before I lose my temper!”


   


  Charles was stunned. How had everything collapsed so fast? His thoughts scattered like marbles on the floor. He heard himself babbling:


   


  “Well—no matter, sir! If the life insurance doesn’t interest you, I can offer plenty of other coverages—perhaps theft insurance? Are you fully covered for that?”


   


  He began talking faster and faster, breath choppy. The more he spoke, the more Rugalières’ face hardened.


   


  “And accidental injury! Have you thought about that? Very important! People never think about it enough. You hop on your bike to get some bread and bam! Straight into a lamppost!”


  “Are you insane, or just pretending?” Rugalières roared. “Do you really think a cockroach like you—a rat who sneaks into my home with cheap tricks to drink with my wife and sell me garbage—will teach me how to insure myself properly? This is unbelievable!”


   


  At that moment, Hélène Rugalières stepped into the room.


   


  “René! Why are you shouting like that? They can hear you at the other end of the house!”


   


  Her husband spun toward her with such force that his spectacles shot off his face like a popped cork.


   


  “You—shut your mouth and mind your own business! I’m not done with this clown!”


   


  Hélène’s face remained still, but her eyes betrayed the blow. Without a word, she turned and left. Rugalières rolled his eyes and refocused on Charles.


  “As for you, Monsieur the Specialist, you don’t seem to understand who you’re dealing with. I am René Rugalières, and I can make your life hell if I wish. Now you will leave this house and return to your agency. Tell your boss I need no additional insurance because there is nothing you can offer me that I don’t already have. That is why I am among the dominant… and you, you are one of the sheep. Goodbye.”


   


  That was the breaking point. Something inside Charles snapped. His salesman’s smile cracked into something twisted and feral. He leaned in, eyes burning.


   


  “You really think you’re safe? That your money protects you? Nobody’s safe. Nobody. Do you have insurance against time eating you alive? Against the rot of your body, your mind? No. And what if some shady guy wandered into your precious tower of Babel to snack on rich folks, huh? What if he smashed your skull and that of your booze-soaked wife until your dental crowns came flying out your ass? You got coverage for that, Mister Dominant?”


   


  During Charles’s tirade, Rugalières didn’t move—but the bright fire in his eyes dimmed, replaced by something almost like fear. His rage vanished. When he finally spoke, his voice was steady but cold:


   


  “Monsieur… for the last time… leave my house. Or I will call the police.”


  The threat hit Charles like ice water. His expression slackened. He looked around the room as though awakening from a trance, then back at the man glaring at him. He muttered a few stock phrases in a sheepish voice:


   


  “Well—uh—sorry we couldn’t do business today, sir. Of course, feel free to contact us if you change your mind…”


  He spun around and fled, under the homeowner’s stunned stare.


  Outside the gate, he walked briskly toward his car, unable to believe what he had just done. The words he’d said—where had they come from? He couldn’t explain it.


   


  He was reaching for the car door when he heard a voice behind him.


   


  “Monsieur Beldone, wait!”


   


  Mrs. Rugalières hurried toward him, holding out his old leather satchel.


   


  He froze, wondering if she had overheard his insult about her being an alcoholic hag.


   


  “Th-thank you, madame,” he mumbled.


  “Please forgive my husband,” she said softly. “He had no right to shout at you like that. I don’t know what he said or what provoked him, but don’t pay attention. He can be… extremely cruel when he chooses. I know that all too well.”


   


  She lifted her emerald eyes to his—and to his astonishment, she gently placed a hand on his cheek.


   


  “We are the discarded ones, my friend. Lost souls drifting through this sick world. Life is only worth living when you have a goal, something to anchor you. I had a purpose once, as a mother. I achieved it. And now? Nothing. Only emptiness. Don’t make my mistake. Find a purpose—and never lose sight of it, or you will lose yourself. Do you have a purpose, Charles?”


  “I… I don’t know, madame…” he whispered.


  “You will know soon,” she said with a radiant smile that revealed the hidden beauty behind all her bitterness. Then she turned and walked back toward the luxurious mansion without looking back.


   


  Charles sank into his car and let out a long, long breath.


  It was noon. And above Marseille, a thick sheet of black storm clouds was closing in over the city and its inhabitants.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  Chapter 5


   


   


  At the same moment, in the Timone Hospital, within Marseille’s Inserm histocytology research department, Audrey was overseeing a study on turning IPS stem cells into specialized cells through changes in culture media. Even after all these years of analysis and observation, she never grew tired of watching these fundamental biological units at work. They could multiply endlessly, forming distinct biological matrices depending on the environment they were in: bone, cardiac, hepatic, epidermal cells—or any organ into which they were injected. On top of that, their in vitro multiplication allowed for the creation of actual banks of biological tissues, ready for experimentation. The possibilities were staggering; it made her head spin. Thanks to them, many vital tissues could already be repaired through regenerative medicine. Soon, though, it would be possible to replace and graft entirely lab-grown organs into patients using the very IPS cells Audrey
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