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1. Arrival
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It was hot and dry, dark too. His muffled breath tickled his knees. He felt he was naked. The narrow space he was standing in was just enough to contain him curled up. A dull anguish rose. Where was he? He remembered the morning meeting. The last social plan had been difficult to pass...He had left the room with a co-shareholder. After a visit to the toilets, they boarded the private railcar. They were to have lunch at the Barsoliné, the most fashionable restaurant of the moment. He remembered checking his reflection in the craft’s mirror. His crisp grey suit brought out the steel in his determined gaze. He ran a hand through his perfectly cut salt-and-pepper hair. The few wrinkles at the corner of his eyes ensured him both the fascination of women and the respect of his collaborators. At the head of the greatest society in Gallica, he was invincible.

Had he been kidnapped despite the presence of his three bodyguards? He raged that he had no memory of how events unfolded. Under what right had he been locked up here? He could not move as the walls were tightened around his naked body. The air was running out, he was struggling to catch his breath. He uttered a wild cry and, using all his strength, pressed his arms and legs against the bulkheads. 

A dry crack sounded. He paused long enough to gather as much energy as possible and braced himself again. The walls shattered with a loud crash. 

He was standing in the remains of a dark-shelled egg. 

“What the hell is this?” he grumbled. 

Night reigned around him, a heavy night from which a glaucous and brown light emanated. The surrounding landscape was desolate: a vast wasteland littered with the carcasses of rusting machinery and mounds of malodorous waste. Further on you could see ruins whose metal frames pointed towards the sky saturated with clouds and ozone. A large, half-collapsed electricity pylon stood apart from the devastated buildings. A lukewarm wind flapped the partially torn black tarpaulin that seemed to go around it. Lightning streaked across the firmament, soon followed by a bloodcurdling scream. A shiver ran down his spine. Still crouched in the remnants of the oosphere, he observed the surroundings in search of refuge. When his gazed landed again on the lattice tower, he sprang. His bare feet slipped through the rubbish, shearing his tender skin accustomed to mohair socks and tailored shoes. He gritted his teeth to hold back a moan. He wouldn’t lower himself to complain, he wouldn’t give that pleasure to those who had placed him here. Behind him he heard the sound of falling objects. They were probably on his trail. He forced the pace, using his hands to progress in this hell of filth. 

He only had a few more meters to go to reach the relative shelter glimpsed earlier. He heard something chasing behind him. He risked a glance, but the hills of garbage concealed the source of this rumor. There must have been several following him from the noise rising behind him. He felt a breath of pride: they were aware of attacking a certain size and had taken their precautions.

His mind half conceived a critical thought about the incoherence of the situation, but he silenced it with a growl. He would think later. For the moment, he should not let himself be caught up.   Finally reaching the foot of the steel structure, he slipped under the worn plastic. He remained motionless, lying on his side while his eyes adjusted to the low light. A tramp had probably taken up residence here. He spotted a few blankets near the remains of a fire, a battered old saucepan, and a moth-eaten hoodie. He straightened up and grabbed the garment. The smell emanating form it made him wrinkle his nostrils.  It was probably infested with pests, but that would have to do, he couldn’t see anything better. The coat, wide and relaxed, came to him mid-thigh, masking his sex. A few buttons were missing from his stomach and torso, revealing his abundant hair and his skin already darkened by dirt. 

Despite the deafening noise of the wind which rushed into his refuge through the multiple interstices, he perceived the footsteps of a human. Seizing the saucepan as a weapon, he crouched down, ready to pounce. 
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2. First meeting
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The man who had just entered must have been eighty years old at the very least. Dressed in rags, his body emaciated, he barely seemed able to stand up. 

“Drop that pan and relax” he said with a hoarse voice.

Without hurrying, he knelt down on the blankets, took a lighter from his pocket and began to light a fire. 

“My saucepan, please....”

Speechless, the manager complied. The old man emptied into the bowl the contents of a small flask which he kept close to him. He added a blackish powder to it and stirred it with a twisted teaspoon. He then placed the tumbler on the fire without stopping to turn.  

“So? You’re obviously new here...What’s your nickname?”

“Greg Forbs” he replied, holding out his hand.

“Marvin”

Despite his great age, he had a strong grip. 

“What is this place? Am I far from Nomis?”

The old man laughed without joy. 

“Far from Nomis and Gallica...”

Greg was taken aback. He had managed to get across the border? What territory could he be in now? 

“I couldn’t tell you what this place is called...For my part, I baptized it the field of ashes.”

“The field of ashes?”

“You will understand in due course.”

The mixture began to simmer, he pulled it away from the fire and pulled a dubious-looking teaspoon from between the blankets. 

“Hold”

Greg waved the offer away. 

“You shouldn’t refuse, who knows when you can eat your next meal...”

“What is that?”

“You don’t want to know!” laughed Marvin.

The financier grimaced, but grabbed the utensil. If tested, he would not show himself weak. 

“You could say you know how to sell your junk” he said to the old man. “And you, where are you from and what are you doing here?” he added, dipping his spoon into the saucepan and blowing on the coffee-colored liquid. 

“I’m surviving,” he replied calmly. Bringing the food to his mouth. 

Greg did the same. It was totally tasteless and he was relieved. “Survive” – what did he mean by that? He forced himself to sound nonchalant when he asked for more details. 

“I was practicing quetkri with some friends and was about to hit the ball...and poof, I woke up in an egg. Brings back memories, right?”

He smiled widely, showing surprisingly beautiful and orderly teeth.

“It must have been three months since I landed here. I’m losing track a bit, I must say...Finally, I had to quickly understand the rules of the game of this world so as not to lose my skin.”

“A game?”

“I don’t know what else to call this” he said with a rueful shrug. “It’s finally drinkable, you see!” he continued, changing the subject, “The advantage is that it has no taste...It’s the only thing that’s edible round here, everything else is rubbish. This planet is a giant trash can!”

“Do you believe we’re on another planet?” Forbs asked, before recovering quickly. 

Above all, never let your emotions show. 

“I don’t believe so,” continued the old man, “I’m sure of it! The weather is often cloudy, but I had the opportunity to observe it before sleep: not a moon in the sky, no constellation in common with those visible from Gallica. I am not an astronomer, but there’s no doubt about it: we are very far from home. 

Greg tapped his chin with the back of the spoon as he eyed the old man. He felt like he had seen him somewhere before...He was probably dreaming – or rather having a nightmare. His subconscious was playing tricks on him and he was probably integrating elements of his life into his nocturnal delirium. He would wake up soon and could laugh at his overflowing imagination.

“So what about this famous regulation?”

Sure of his hypothesis, the businessman had regained his luster and stared at his interlocutor with a disdainful pout. 

“It’s very simple: the shells containing the new arrivals are the only source of food. It rains every morning, the only way to quench your thirst is to collect the water falling from the sky. It becomes dangerous to drink as soon as it comes into contact with the ground. And finally” (he put down the now empty saucepan and pulled out a ramshackle multifunction knife from his pocket) “the last and most important rule: to hope to get out of here and make it worthwhile, you have to accumulate enough ashes...”

He gently unfolded the stainless steel blade.

“Ashes?” Greg wondered. 

“It was a pleasure talking to you, new guy. It’s always a pleasure to enjoy a very fresh and naïve arrival.”

With those words, he leapt towards the businessman, pointing forward. Greg’s body reacts instantly, years of martial arts having forged saving reflexes. Using his opponent’s strength against him, he managed to throw him off balance while deflecting the weapon. Despite his frail appearance, the old man lacked neither vigor nor skill. In a split second, he collected himself an attacked again. 

A gleam of madness now floated in his brown eyes. He tried to plunge his blade into the belly of his adversary who avoided it with a nimble movement. Taking advantage of the imbalance of his assailant, Greg took his momentum and came to hit him with a powerful shoulder blow. The man collapsed and his head hit the empty bowl violently. He stopped moving. His body blurred for a moment, like a bad hologram, then he stiffened before he imploded, leaving a pile of ash. As if endowed with a life of its own, the dust began to vibrate, stronger and stronger, faster and faster...And, under the amazed eyes of Greg, piled up to form a sphere the size of a duck egg. The old man’s clothes now lay shapeless. 
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3. First sleep
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The businessman remained dumbfounded by this incredible spectacle. Rationally, he tried to pick up the pieces, to analyze the underlying logic, all the little details seen and heard since his arrival in this strange place. 

No, since my arrival in this dream, he corrected himself mentally. However, doubts were beginning to creep in. What if it wasn’t a nightmare? What if he were really in this other world where the laws of physics did not apply? So what should he conclude? He began to search the old man’s hideout – he would surely find answers there. Under the shabby covers, he discovered an old advertising card. It was still possible to see a young woman with a bright smile showing off a likely tube of toothpaste. The inscriptions were written in an unknown alphabet. He frowned in surprise. Gallean was the only authorized language for more than five hundred years, how was this possible? Under this cardboard, a hole had been dug. He discovered five eggs similar to the one that now sat in place of Marvin’s body. 

Suddenly his mind became confused. He felt an immense fatigue fall on him, irresistible. Unable to struggle, he let himself fall as he stretched out. Against his will, his eyes closed bit by bit. With a burst of vigor, he straightened up. This place was dangerous in addition to being incomprehensible, he could not let himself go like this! Yet a ruthless force compelled him to let go and surrender to sleep.    

As torpor invaded him, he remembered his life in Gallica, this great country which had seen him born, grow and dominate. He remembered power and success, sure, but as the numbness spread throughout his body, he mostly remembered women...

When, after a long day on the road, his collaborators had planned a girl for him. 

He liked to see them arrive, falsely shy. With his steely gaze, he gauged them. They were undoubtedly young and beautiful; their measurements, ideal. It was common knowledge that he liked thin hips, but round and generous breasts. Redheads were his preference. He liked to discover the triangle of their fiery fleece and roam their milky skin.

He let them do their show: provocative undulations, seductive mouths...He savored the rest of it all the more, he anticipated. He liked to feel his penis harden, gorge itself with blood. He liked their tongue on him and their promising look. They were submissive and well behaved.

But, above all, he loved the moment when everything changed. When the feigned moans, false enjoyment repeated many times, gradually turned into little cries of pain. He loved the moment when they turned to tears when, suddenly and violently, he abandoned the conventional penetration and became more aggressive. He loved the omnipotence he then felt. He loved that his virile member was able to inflict so much pain. He knew that these girls had no alternative, they had to undergo his assaults without trying to flee. Between his brutality and the pimp’s reprisals, the choice was quickly made.

And he profited with delight from these human beings who had become objects in his hands. 
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4. Awakening
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An intense light burned his retina through his closed eyelids. He straightened up hastily, his heart pounding. He was still in the tarpaulin shelter. Damaged, the plastic let through a scintillating ray in which a black and dense dust fluttered. 

His body, still imbued with lustful dreams, had become covered during the night with a filthy and sticky film. 

The incongruity and ridiculousness of the situation exploded in his face. The great Forbs, half naked in this hovel! His detractors would laugh at him...

A doubt crept in. What if it was a media plot. What if he had been tricked into his downfall being filmed and then retransmitted on one of those vulgar reality TV shows? The producers had all the rights, or almost, since the law 2327-2A. With new technologies, it was easy to insert cameras invisible to the naked eye into a set. You could also manipulate the senses of the candidates – voluntary or not – to lead them to see what does not exist...The hypothesis seemed plausible. 

A growl from his stomach stopped his thoughts. He was devilishly hungry, the meager pittance swallowed the day before seemed far away. Eggshells, the old man had explained. A game...He was going to comply with these imbecile rules and show the viewers that he lost none of his dignity, whatever the circumstances. 

Addressing an imaginary audience, he laughed with haughtiness:

“Good, so I have to find the shell of a newcomer to sustain me. Let’s go!”

He readjusted his shapeless waistcoat as he would a tailored three-piece suit, grabbed the knife and began to dream of the audience hearing about his performances. 

Outside, the sky charged with negative ions was covered with ominous clouds. Remembering the old man’s words about the rain, Greg returned to the shelter and grabbed the pot and the flask. He should collect as much water as possible. Like in a video game, he was going to stock up on resources.

He felt his hair stand on end on his scalp from static electricity. A dry and violent wind filled the environment with deafening noises. The shortened cables, the open tarpaulins and the heaps of rubbish clacked against each other like the halyards along a mast. 

This décor was extremely successful. 

As he wandered haphazardly over the mountains of rubbish, his bruised feet made him wince. He recovered quickly, displaying arrogance and disdain on his handsome face. 

Where to go now?  His eyes searched among the rubbish, looking for useful objects in his quest. Discolored boxes, torn plastic packaging, rusty scrap metal, crushed aluminum cans...This shapeless mass gave off a pestilential odor, making it difficult to breath. 

Suddenly, a rumble tore through the air as a monstrous lightning bolt pierced the sky a few feet away. The ground caught fire for a moment and then gave way to an egg similar to the one that had welcomed him the day before. 

What a bargain! The producers made it easy for him for the start. He rushed towards the point of impact, partially sinking into the soft ground. 

He had to act quickly, the other competitors would surely arrive soon. He had just understood a new rule of the game: obviously, the new ones arrived in a flash. Good to know for the future. He was beginning to imagine a strategy...

The ovoid swayed once, twice...Greg moved closer until he touched it. It was pure white, its hard surface warm and pulsating, as if with a life of its own.

Clenching his fist, Forbs focused all his energy and struck the immaculate surface. No effect. He repeated once, ten times, without further result. 

It was from the inside that the egg broke, revealing a middle-aged woman. On her angular face was read an extreme anguish. Her short hair, dyed fiery purple, clung to her high forehead, sticky with sweat. Her bare skin had the faint café-au-lait tint of the peoples of southern Gallica. 

“Quick” Forbs called in greeting. “There’s no time to lose. Take as much of your shell as possible and come with me.”

“But?”

“Later, the interrogations, it’s a matter of life and death!”

The businessman took on as many white shards as possible, wedging his saucepan and flask against him as best as he could.  Then, with as quick a step as possible, he turned back, soon followed by the amazed but docile woman. 

Very soon, he heard the sound of other men who were probably looking the egg and its contents...He had been very lucky on that one by watching the landing. He was one step ahead of the others. 

He took one last look at the few remaining shells. Enough so that they don’t immediately start chasing him, perfect. 

Rapidly, they arrived at the tarpaulin landmark. Both panting, they took a moment before engaging in conversation. 

“If you could finally explain this mess to me!” the woman finally threw out angrily. 

Annoyed by her colloquial language, which smelt of the mob, Forbs replied lip service: 

“Except that I just saved your life, ma’am?”

A sound of rain falling on the black plastic cut off his momentum. He rushed outside with the pan, praying not to be spotted. Logically, the other competitors had to quench their thirst too. It was probably the safest time in this cursed place. 

It was not a little drizzle, but real halberds. In less than a minute, the container was as full as it was soaked and it was able to fit under the questioning gaze of the purple-haired woman. 

Barely sheltered, the sky cleared and the rain stopped as quickly as it had started. 

“Are you going to explain to me, for crying out loud?”

Exaggerating the quality of his verb, Greg Forbs relayed his meager knowledge to her before concluding by extending his hand to her: 

“Forbs, main shareholder and director of Médipharma. To whom do I have the honor?”

“Xintya.”

Greg expected her to announce her job title, but she remained silent, looking lost in thought. 

“Where were you going before you got here, what were you doing?”

“On a mission to Taléfif” she replied, enigmatically.

He was right with the color of her skin, it is only in the southern states that we still made such humans. He couldn’t suppress a sneer of disgust. Everything about her reflected the lower order: a body that was too stocky, a craggy face, an insignificant chest ending in two hooked-looking nipples, short and thick legs...Everything he hated in a woman. Such a massacre for the eyes should be banned these days! he protested. 

Well aware that he needed help – one is always stronger with a minion than alone – he chomped at the bit and spoke with lip service:

“I propose an alliance. By forming a team with the new arrivals, we will be able to survive more easily. The emulation of the group will also allow us to better understand the rules of this so-called game.”

She nodded her head gravely. 

“I know how to fight, if necessary. With a gun in my hands, I don’t miss a target, but I’m afraid we won’t find any in this mess....”

He was very lucky to find a woman who knew how to fight. Definitively, his work was being half done for him. As he had climbed the finance ladder, he would climb the pesky television entertainment ladder. 

For now, he decided to prepare the meal, reproducing identically the gestures of old Marvin. Once crushed, the shells took on the dark color glimpsed the day before. The tasteless soup gave him a welcome feeling of satiety. There were a few shells left, which they hid in the cache. 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





