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PROLOGUE
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On a perfect July day, at an isolated camp belonging to an outfitter in the Batiscan–Nelson controlled zone—a true paradise for anglers in the Capitale-Nationale region—a man is fighting for his life. Tightly bound to one of the four rustic chairs in the dining room, he has been enduring blow after blow for what feels like an eternity.

The abuse has disfigured him to the point of stripping away all humanity. His swollen eyelids prevent him from clearly seeing his torturer. He struggles to breathe: his own blood is clogging his trachea, and all he can manage is a rasping sound, a last attempt to force air into his lungs.

Despite the pain threatening to drag him under, he senses the end drawing near. His tormentor’s voice still reaches him, vibrating with a false promise:

“If you tell me what I want to know, I swear I’ll put an end to your suffering.”

Gathering his final breath, he spits toward the voice. The attacker recoils as the sticky fluid hits him. Despite his shattered jaw, the man manages to articulate:

“Go fuck yourself...”

They will be his last words.

The next blow kills him.
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Michel April—known as Mitch—a sergeant detective with the Montreal Police Department’s Homicide Division, and his partner Andy Lamarre, also a police officer, walk along the narrow trail leading back to their camp. Since dawn, they have been out on Lac des Trois Tortues, teasing brook trout from the water.

For nothing in the world would they miss this annual rendezvous, whose almost therapeutic value is beyond question. Enjoying the last rays of sunlight filtering through the branches of towering deciduous trees, their conversation drifts to how they plan to prepare four of their finest catches—including a magnificent fifty-centimeter specimen that, according to Mitch, will likely set the season’s record at the Rivière-Bleue outfitter. A passionate cook, Andy has naturally taken it upon himself to do justice to the fish.

“I’m going to prepare these beauties with a balsamic vinegar and honey reduction.”

“I suppose that’s another recipe from your favorite chef—the one with a mouth full of teeth,” Mitch replies sarcastically.

Andy grins.

“You’re jealous. It’s true your smile doesn’t hold a candle to his... assuming you can even call that horrible grin animating your face a smile.”

“I admire your insight. I may not have his dazzling smile, or his culinary talent, but you’ll admit I make the best vegetables in foil.”

“True enough. It’s the only dish you can pull off. You’re the worst cook I know. Your dog is the only one who appreciates your food,” Andy laughs.

“Oh, by the way—there are two bottles of Pouilly-Fuissé waiting for us in the fridge.”

Andy raises both thumbs.

“And for the aperitif, how about a glass of fifteen-year-old single malt?”

“Oh hell yes! Sitting in front of a good campfire, we’ll be masters of the world,” Andy adds, laughing.

As they emerge from the woods, they spot three provincial police cruisers parked in front of the only other camp leading down to the lake. Seconds later, a forensic services vehicle pulls in. It takes no more than that for the two fishermen to become cops again, despite the promise each had made to leave their “cop clothes” at the gate.

Without even consulting each other, they head toward the camp. Outside, four officers are talking. Mitch recognizes the officer in charge.

“That’s Pierre Asselin, a detective lieutenant out of the Portneuf detachment. I’ve run into him a couple of times at the village bar. With forensics on site, this is shaping up to be a suspicious death.”

Mitch greets the officer, who signals for him to stay back before coming over to them.

“What’s going on?”

“A homicide. I’ve never seen a slaughter like this.”

“Can you tell me more?”

“The maintenance worker found a man handcuffed to a chair. She panicked and ran all the way to the control post. The owner called emergency services. Dispatch contacted me immediately.”

Asselin shares his initial impressions. Never in his career has he encountered a crime this atrocious.

“The man was literally butchered. His face is a pulp. Whoever did this are sadists of the worst kind.”

“Have you identified the victim?” Mitch asks.

“If he’s the man who rented the camp, his name is Paul Simone, around sixty years old.”

“Any interesting evidence so far?”

“Nothing yet. Forensics is collecting everything, but I’m not expecting miracles. The camp is rented year-round—there’ll be fingerprints and DNA completely unrelated to the crime. This is going to be a very tough investigation. And you—how long have you been here?”

“Since Wednesday. We’re here for a week. We’re staying in the neighboring camp.”

“Did you see or hear anything suspicious?”

“Unfortunately, no. The camps are laid out to preserve privacy. This morning, on our way to the lake, we saw a vehicle parked here. After that, we fished all day.”

At that moment, a Toyota sedan pulls up. A young woman jumps out and tries to rush into the camp. Asselin intercepts her.

“Let me through!” she screams. “My uncle rented this camp!”

The officer gently places his hands on her shoulders.

“Please calm down. You can’t go in there.”

“I want to see my uncle!”

“Your name, please?”

“Léa Simone. My uncle Paul rented this camp. Please—tell me what’s going on!”

Asselin tries to obtain a distinguishing detail.

“Did he have any particular mark or scar?”

“Yes. A scar on the palm of his left hand, from a bicycle accident when he was a child.”

The medical examiner steps out of the cabin and calls the lieutenant over. A few moments later, he returns.

“I’m sorry to tell you that the victim is your uncle. You have my deepest condolences.”

Before Mitch and Andy’s eyes, the young woman collapses. Maddened by grief, she pounds Asselin with her fists. The officer takes the blows without reacting.

“I don’t believe you! You’re wrong!”

After a dozen strikes, she begins to calm down. Asselin speaks gently again.

“Take a deep breath. It will help.”

Regaining a measure of control, she stares at the lieutenant.

“No matter what condition he’s in, I want to see him.”

“That’s impossible. Only police officers, technicians, and the medical examiner are allowed inside.”

“You don’t understand! I won’t leave without seeing him.”

She places a trembling hand on his arm.

“No matter what state he’s in, I can stay in the doorway.”

“I’m sorry. I have to refuse.”

Mitch can’t take his eyes off her. Something about her unsettles him—her determination? Her fragility? Her beauty? Without thinking, he steps forward.

“Hello. My name is Michel April,” he says, holding out a packet of tissues pulled from the bottom of his pocket. “I’m a sergeant detective with the Montreal Police. This is my friend Andy, also a police officer. We’re staying in the neighboring camp.”

She takes the tissues. The unexpected presence of the two men seems to calm her. Mitch continues:

“Is there anything we can do for you?”

“Yes—convince the lieutenant to let me through!”

He decides to lay his cards on the table.

“Seeing your uncle like this won’t help you understand anything. It would traumatize you. And your presence could also be used by the defense to challenge the integrity of the scene. Judges are very sensitive to those kinds of arguments.”

The words seem to reach her. She takes a small step back. Her green eyes lock onto Mitch’s, and he feels a strange dizziness. And, against all logic, she trusts him.

“All right. I hadn’t thought about contamination.”

She holds out her hand.

“Léa Simone.”

Asselin guides her a little farther away.

“To your knowledge, did your uncle have any enemies?”

“No. He taught sociology at Québec-Centre College. A charming man, very well liked.”

The medical examiner wants the body transported without delay—the heat has already set decomposition in motion. Asselin returns to Léa.

“I need you to come with me to the station. Please give me your keys; one of my officers will drive your car.”

She agrees. Before leaving, she thanks Mitch and Andy.

Mitch holds onto her hand a little too long.

“You’ll be all right. You’re in good hands. Lieutenant Asselin is one of the best investigators I know... aside from myself, of course.”

It’s not like Mitch to play the seducer. His gruff build contrasts with Andy’s more refined bearing, but his quiet strength inspires confidence. His own reaction surprises him.

Andy, for his part, chuckles inwardly.

The car drives off. Mitch already regrets not having given her his contact information. Too late. The two men head back down the trail.

“What a story... getting murdered in a place this remote. I agree with Asselin—this investigation is going to be a grind.”

“Poor girl,” Andy adds. “She was completely shaken.”

They walk in silence. Then Andy breaks it.

“You really handled that well, my friend! And when she looked at you, you blushed like a teenager!”

“Aren’t you exaggerating a bit?”

“And you wouldn’t let go of her hand... it was embarrassing. That woman is totally your type.”

“Under different circumstances, I would’ve given her my number.”

“You’re a cop. You’ll find a way to track her down.”
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Back at the camp, the evening no longer has the same glow. Neither the fish nor the excellent single malt manages to lift the heaviness hanging in the air. With their stay coming to an end, Mitch and Andy agree to leave early the next morning.

Back in Montreal, Mitch is immediately dispatched to a crime scene at a lavish residence in an upscale neighborhood: the consigliere of the Sicilian mafia has been murdered. The investigation consumes the next two days. During the debriefing, the chief is unequivocal:

“We need a quick arrest. Command is afraid of a bloody war between the Sicilians and the Calabrians.”

“And repercussions on the mayor’s reelection,” a female officer adds.

“That’s not wrong. But our job isn’t to boost his approval ratings,” another officer snaps back.

“True. But the media pressure is on his shoulders,” the superior concludes.

At the back of the room, Mitch barely listens. Léa’s image keeps resurfacing. He promises himself he’ll call Asselin as soon as he gets a minute.

The investigation drags late into the night. Too late.

The next day is just as packed. By day’s end, the leads point not to a Calabrian hitman, but to the lover of the consigliere’s wife. The team can finally breathe. Mitch takes advantage of the lull to plan a quiet evening at home, where he can think about the beautiful Léa in peace.

He’s preparing dinner when his phone rings—private number. It’s Asselin.

“Good evening, Pierre. What do I owe the honor?”

“Léa Simone would like you to call her.”

Mitch’s heart starts racing.

“Did she say why?”

“No. She just asked me to pass along your number.”

They exchange a few more words about the investigation, which is stalled: too many fingerprints, too many traces, too little solid evidence.

“I’ll contact her as soon as I have time,” Mitch promises.

A lie. He already knows he’ll call her tonight.

After dinner, he dials the number. Voicemail. Disappointed, he leaves a message. He then tries to distract himself with a Denis Villeneuve film, but his eyes keep drifting back to his phone.

Eventually, he goes to bed, restless.

When he wakes up, his first thought is Léa. Still no message. He heads to the 7:30 a.m. team meeting, phone hidden in his pocket—just in case.

At eight o’clock, it rings.

The chief cuts himself off, furious.

“Which idiot forgot to silence their phone?”

Mitch recognizes Léa’s number. Flustered, he mutes it—too late.

“Sergeant Detective April, care to explain what was so urgent?”

“Sorry, Chief. An oversight. I’m putting my phone away immediately.”

At the end of the meeting, Mitch slips out, but his colleagues catch up with him.

“Nice one, champ,” Marie says, slapping him hard on the back.

He heads to the restroom to listen to the message. Léa’s voice unsettles him. His own reaction surprises him—him, the cop with a heart of stone.

“You deserve your idiot-of-the-day award,” he mutters.

He doesn’t understand why this woman affects him so deeply. He calls her back. On the third ring, she answers.

“Hello, Ms. Simone. Once again, my condolences. What can I do for you?”

“I wanted to thank you for your kindness.”

“That was only natural.”

She quickly gets to the point.

“Detective April, I don’t know who else to turn to. I doubt my uncle’s killers will ever be found. Asselin told me no solid leads have emerged.”

“I understand. But you can trust Asselin—he’s an excellent investigator. That said, why are you calling me?”

She takes a deep breath.

“Would you agree to meet me? I’d like to understand the investigative process... and talk about what happened.”

He hesitates. The ethical conflict is obvious. But the prospect of seeing her again sweeps aside all caution. They agree to meet the following Friday at 7 p.m., in a pub on Saint-Jean Street, in Old Québec.

Once the call ends, Mitch realizes how awkward his impulse was. He’s in the middle of a murder investigation tied to the mafia. Getting time off will be impossible. He’ll have to make the round trip the same evening.

For her part, Léa questions herself. Yes, she wants to understand the investigation. But that’s not the only reason. Despite the circumstances, this man is taking up more and more space in her thoughts. Is it because he reassured her? She doesn’t know. She only knows she has to see him again.

To free up Friday evening, Mitch works relentlessly. The investigation moves forward. The lover is under surveillance, but the evidence is still thin. Mitch volunteers to handle the watch until four p.m. so he can leave as soon as his shift ends. His loyal colleague Charles Léger—who also looks after his dog—will take over.
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As planned, Michel April leaves Montreal around four-thirty. Factoring in Friday traffic, he expects to arrive about ten minutes before their scheduled time. Same ritual as always: arrive early to observe the place, the clientele, the exits. A professional reflex he knows he’ll never shake.

Noticing that one of his favorite tables is available, he indicates his choice to the hostess. Slightly set back from the small stage, the table will give him the discretion he needs to talk without being drowned out by the music.

After thanking her, he takes a moment to soak in the atmosphere. He’s particularly fond of this pub, with its wood-paneled walls typical of English establishments, where a subdued ambiance invites relaxation. After scanning the endless beer list, he orders a Guinness from the waitress, who had been waiting only for a sign to approach.

Léa arrives exactly on time. A good sign—Michel April hates people who are late.

While she exchanges a few words with the hostess, he allows himself to study her. Tight jeans, a sleeveless top that highlights her sun-kissed complexion, black hair cascading over her shoulders: she is strikingly beautiful. Tall, athletic, harmonious curves... But for him, looks have never been enough; intelligence and humor matter just as much.

When the hostess points out the table, two large green eyes settle on Mitch and a discreet smile lights up her face. A shiver runs up his neck. He’s been single for two years; he promises himself to be cautious and not let himself be carried away by a poorly placed surge of testosterone.

Léa crosses the room with ease. He stands, offers his hand, then invites her to sit. Six days have passed since her uncle’s death. Despite the visible pain, something about her seems more at peace.

At the touch of his hand, Léa immediately understands that this man has that something she can’t quite define. Usually, she’s drawn to tall, athletic men with thick hair. Yet this one is barely taller than she is, his stocky build isn’t particularly seductive, and he carries a good five kilos too many. Perhaps it’s his shaved head, which reminds her of an American actor she likes.

Beyond the quiet strength that had reassured her from their very first meeting, his light blue eyes remind Léa of her uncle’s. She isn’t superstitious, yet for a brief moment she wonders if the detail might be a sign. She brushes the thought aside, attributing it to fatigue and grief, and sits down.

The first few minutes are devoted to choosing food and wine. Smiling, the waitress takes their order: a Downton Abbey burger for Léa, a flank steak for him, accompanied by an Australian wine. Mitch approves—she seems to have a healthy appetite. For a hearty eater like him, that’s an excellent sign.

For her part, Léa notes that his taste in wine aligns with hers. Another point in his favor.

As soon as the waitress leaves, she speaks up.

“Can we use first names?”

Mitch nods.

“As I told you on the phone, I doubt the provincial police investigators will manage to solve my uncle’s murder. I spoke to Lieutenant Asselin earlier—no serious leads. It’s as if my uncle was murdered by ghosts! I was even told that the possibility of a random killing hasn’t been ruled out. But I don’t believe that for a second. What kind of crackpot would go all the way to a remote camp in the middle of nowhere just to commit a random murder? It makes no sense.”

“You’d be surprised how many camps are robbed every year in Quebec.”

“Maybe, but here we’re talking about a man tortured to death. That’s a long way from a simple theft. And... after the initial shock, I started thinking again about how strangely he’d been behaving lately. I had to insist a lot before he invited me to the outfitter—him, who had always been so available... It wasn’t like him.”

The cop’s instinct stirs.

“Can you tell me more about your relationship?”

Léa explains. Paul Simone had stepped in as a parental figure after the death of his twin brother in a car accident in 1988, when Léa was thirteen. Childless, he had grown deeply attached to his niece. Trips, confidences, heartbreaks—he had been her anchor.

“He wasn’t the happy, easygoing man I knew anymore. He seemed preoccupied. He avoided my calls. He didn’t tell me anything. You can see why I believe his murder wasn’t random.”

“Did you tell the investigators all of this?”

“Yes. But since there’s nothing concrete, it doesn’t really move the investigation forward.”

For Mitch, it’s clear that her concerns rest more on impressions than on facts... but he can’t rule out the opposite. She speaks with a logic that awakens the hound in him.

“Why did you call me? What are you expecting from me?”

She takes a deep breath.

“I’m not exactly sure. The funeral will be tomorrow. After that, I have to go to his apartment. I haven’t had the courage to go yet. Would you be willing to stay in Quebec, come with me to the funeral, then to the apartment? You could keep an eye on the people there. You never know—maybe you’ll notice something. That’s also why I’d like you to come to the apartment.”
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“You realize Pierre Asselin will have already assigned investigators to handle that kind of surveillance. I don’t have the right to interfere in his investigation.”

“That’s not what I’m asking. I just want you to come with me as a friend—not as a police officer—and to keep your eyes open. All right?”

Mitch doesn’t hesitate long. Before giving Léa an answer, he needs to make sure his absence won’t hurt his team’s work, then notify Asselin that he’ll be in the area. He’ll give him the same line Léa did: he’ll attend the funeral as a friend. As for the visit to the apartment, there’s no need to go into detail.

“Before I agree, I need to make one or two calls.”

He stands, phone in hand, and steps outside the pub. A few minutes later, he returns.

“All right. I’ll come with you—and then head straight back to Montreal after the apartment visit.”

The young woman’s drawn features brighten. On impulse, she takes his hand.

“Thank you. Knowing you’ll be there... it’s the best thing that’s happened to me since I got that horrible news. I’ll be eternally grateful.”

At the end of the meal, Léa apologizes—she wants to head home. The responsibilities tied to her role as executor have exhausted her. She offers Mitch a place to stay—her apartment has a guest room. He declines, preferring a hotel. They agree to meet the next day at 1:30 p.m., on the forecourt of Saint-Roch Church.

Mitch books a room at the Capitole, a few hundred meters from the pub. Drained by overtime, he falls into a deep sleep. The next morning, he spends some time wandering Old Québec. Before heading to the Saint-Roch neighborhood, he sends Asselin a text:

“I contacted Léa Simone. I’ll be attending the funeral as a friend.”

As planned, he meets the young woman in front of the church. Despite the sadness still lingering in her eyes, she offers him a smile. From inside come the first notes of the majestic Casavant organ with its eighty-three stops, one of the most impressive in Quebec. Though he adheres to no religion, Michel April is captivated by the instrument’s power.

“Thank you for being here,” Léa says, squeezing his hand.

“I’ll take a seat in the back, near the door.”

“Okay. I’ll see you after.”

Mitch blends into the congregation, observing faces and behavior. He spots two plainclothes officers engaged in the same quiet reconnaissance. To avoid drawing attention, he passes through the large doors and settles into the last pew, from where he can see everything.

A sociology professor at Québec-Centre CEGEP, Paul Simone draws many colleagues. A few latecomers enter, but all join groups already seated—a sign they’re not strangers.

For forty-five minutes, Mitch combs through the crowd. Convinced that an outsider would avoid the front pews, he focuses on those near the exit. He sees only regular funeral attendees—a common sight in any parish.

Yet one man stands out. Impossible to say why—perhaps because, like him, he’s scanning the room.

So as not to lose him, Mitch discreetly slips out of his pew and positions himself near the door. Moments later, the man stands, exits, and climbs into an SUV. The driver pulls away immediately, heading down the one-way street. Without drawing attention, Mitch takes out his phone and snaps a photo of the vehicle.

After the service, a reception is held in the community hall. As Léa’s friend, Mitch takes the opportunity to discreetly question a few colleagues and friends of the victim. Like Léa, several had noticed that Paul had seemed preoccupied lately, without being able to explain why. The same observation comes from Robert Éthier, a longtime friend.

With most people gone, Mitch rejoins Léa, momentarily alone. He approaches quietly.

“I noticed a man during the service. Something about him suggested he wasn’t from around here. He left before it ended. I followed him—he got into an SUV that was waiting outside.”

He shows her the photo. Léa zooms in on the image.

“These guys don’t ring a bell... but it’s hard to tell from this distance.”

“You’re going to have to be careful. They certainly weren’t there by chance.”

“And that’s really not reassuring. You’re still coming with me to the apartment? I don’t dare go alone.”

“No problem. I still have several hours ahead of me.”

The hall empties. When they’re alone, Mitch suggests:

“Drive your car. I’ll follow close behind in mine. That way I can see if anyone tails you.”
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After entering the building’s address into the GPS app, Mitch takes his place behind the wheel and waits for Léa to pull onto the road. He’s relieved to see that no vehicle follows her.

Paul Simone owned an apartment in Charlesbourg. Twenty minutes later, Mitch parks his car on the street while Léa uses the visitor spaces at the rear. As he steps out of his vehicle, the detective notices two officers exiting the building. He walks straight toward them, Léa close behind. They learn that a second-floor apartment has been the target of a break-in.

Léa grips Mitch’s arm.

“That’s my uncle’s apartment.”

That’s all it takes for him to present his badge.

“Michel April, sergeant detective with the Montreal Police. I’m a friend of Ms. Simone, the owner’s niece.”

Realizing they’re dealing with one of their own, the officers explain: Paul’s neighbor, alerted by noises, contacted the precinct. Having learned from the media that Paul had been murdered, he didn’t hesitate. Patrol units already in the area arrived within minutes of the call. When the intruders saw the police car, they fled.

“The neighbor saw two men take off, but he couldn’t describe them clearly,” one of the officers adds.

For them, the most plausible theory remains a burglary committed by young drug users.

“Yet you knew Paul Simone had been murdered. Didn’t that raise a red flag?” Mitch asks.

“Of course,” the officer replies. “But the description fits young guys—hoodies, hoods pulled up, rapper-style shoes. Nothing points to a direct link with the homicide.”

They add that the provincial police have been notified, even though the connection between the two incidents appears tenuous.

Once alone, Mitch and Léa climb the stairs to the apartment.

When she opens the door, the shock is brutal. The place is completely trashed, every room ransacked.

“It looks like a bomb went off...” Léa murmurs.

“Strange that simple adrenaline-seeking kids would choose your uncle’s apartment so specifically,” Mitch notes.

“This isn’t random! Look at these figurines—they were worth a small fortune.”

She rushes into the master bedroom, Mitch right behind her. The drawers have been emptied, their contents dumped on the floor. The mattress is partially shifted, a sign the intruders were interrupted by the arrival of the police car.

Without a word, Léa digs through the pile of clothes in the center of the room. She’s looking for something specific. A few seconds later, she straightens up, holding a jewelry case containing a ring.

“Look—they opened the box, but they left this ring. It must be worth at least six thousand dollars.”

For Mitch, two possibilities emerge: either Paul was leading a secret life that cost him his life, or he possessed something worth killing for. He wishes he could officially take part in the investigation. He’s convinced the key to this murder lies in whatever Paul was hiding.

As if reading his thoughts, Léa whispers:

“I’m convinced my uncle was hiding something. And that secret got him killed.”

“My theory points the same way. Could your uncle have been living a double life?”

“I don’t know... but something doesn’t add up. I’m sure of it.”

Mitch regains control.

“We’re going to search every room, one at a time. It’s the only way to know if something’s missing.”

“And if they found what they were looking for? We’ll never know!”

He gently takes her hands and forces her to look at him.

“Listen to me. It’s possible—but not certain. They had to flee in a hurry.”

“And if we don’t find anything? What do we do then?”

“For now, get that thought out of your head. Focus. One thing at a time.”

She nods. Despite the panic, Mitch always seems to find the right words.

“Let’s start with the living room. I know this room by heart. If something’s missing, I’ll see it.”

For an hour, they catalogue the damage. Overturned furniture, ripped cushions, shattered trinkets.

“At first glance, nothing’s missing... except his phone. It’s usually sitting on this table.”

“Next—the kitchen.”

Nothing missing there either. Léa lets out a sigh. Mitch takes her hands again.

“We need to figure out what your uncle wanted to hide. If those guys didn’t find what they were after, they’ll be back. We have to get to it before they do.”

It’s only after several hours that they finally find what Paul had concealed.

Hidden at the bottom of the laundry hamper, wedged between the wicker slats, a microSD card appears inside a small plastic sleeve. A phone number is scrawled on a scrap of paper.

“I have to admit—that’s clever,” Mitch says.

He memorizes the number, then drops the paper into the toilet and flushes.

“This card needs to be kept somewhere safe.”

Without waiting, Léa takes the sleeve from his hands.

“I know what to do.”

She goes to the medicine cabinet, grabs a strip of medical tape, slips the sleeve into the non-adhesive section, lifts her shirt, and tapes it beneath her right breast. A proud smile crosses her face.

“There. No one’s going to look for that card here. See? You can’t tell at all.”

Stunned, Mitch would like to say something sensible—like I’m a police officer, it’s my job to keep that card—but no sound comes out. He simply smiles like an idiot. Clearly, this woman keeps surprising him.

During the search, they also found Paul’s passport, which Mitch has already slipped into his pocket.

“Now that we’ve found what they were looking for, let’s get out of here. I want to know what’s on that card.”

“So do I!”

Léa retrieves the ring and slips it into her pocket. Eager to leave, they exit through the back so she can reach her car. The visitor parking lot borders a small wooded area. Mitch insists on walking her all the way there.
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They’ve barely reached the vehicle when two men matching the description of the vandals—until then hidden among the trees—burst out of the shadows. One of them raises a pistol and aims it straight at them. Caught off guard, Mitch has no way to counter the attack.

“What do you want?” Léa asks.

Without answering, the man keeps his weapon trained on them while his accomplice begins frisking Léa, deliberately lingering over her curves. Afraid he’ll discover the card, Mitch has to divert his attention.

“Get your filthy hands off her, you son of a bitch!” he yells.

The response is immediate: the butt of the gun slams into his face. But the sacrifice pays off—the searcher backs off and limits himself to checking Léa’s pockets. He pulls out the ring and hands it to the armed man, then moves on to Mitch’s pockets.

“Why don’t you linger on my curves?” Mitch sneers despite the pain. “I’m jealous.”

The searcher finds Paul’s passport and hands it to the gunman. The latter addresses Léa in English:

“Do you have any other items belonging to your uncle?”

“If that were the case, you would’ve found them,” Mitch shoots back, feigning innocence.

Trying to make sense of it, Léa says:

“You trashed the entire apartment. The only two things we managed to recover were the passport and the ring. Why do all this?”

In a dry, threatening tone, the man replies:

“I hope you’re telling the truth. If you lied, we’ll find you... and you’ll suffer the same fate as Paul Simone.”

He waves the passport in front of Léa, a cruel grin curling his lips.

“I’ll keep this as a souvenir. He won’t need it anymore. Oh—and we’re keeping your phones as well... just to make sure they don’t contain anything interesting.”

Without another word, they turn and vanish into the darkness of the woods.

Mitch turns to Léa, expecting panic. Instead, a cold determination burns in her eyes.

“If they think threatening me will get rid of me, they’re gravely mistaken.”

“Let’s go. They might still be nearby, trying to push us into making a mistake. Leave your car here. We’ll come back tomorrow.”

A few minutes later, seated in the detective’s car, they drive in silence toward Léa’s place. Fifteen suspended minutes pass, each of them trying to absorb the day’s events.

Mitch thinks it through. Can he leave her without protection? The answer comes instantly: impossible. He has to stay close to her—at least for tonight. Tomorrow, for the first time since his divorce—followed by a legendary binge—he’ll deliberately miss a day of work.

Having not renewed his hotel room, he accepts Léa’s offer and uses the guest room. She lives on the second floor of a duplex she owns. The spacious apartment, tastefully decorated, gives off a subdued atmosphere he immediately likes. The scent of incense still lingers in the air.

As soon as they step inside, Léa heads straight for the room she uses as an office and turns on her computer.

“It’s an old model, but it’ll do. Come—I’ll show you the guest room.”

A few moments later, they’re back in the kitchen. She offers him a drink, which he accepts.

“What’ll it be? Red wine, white, whisky... or the tequila my uncle brought back from his last trip to Mexico?” she asks, her voice tight.

“A whisky will be perfect.”

As she pours, she watches him out of the corner of her eye, moved by his reassuring presence. She hands him his glass, then pours herself a white wine.

“It’s time to find out what’s on that memory card.”

Mitch stands behind her, almost pressed against her back, as she inserts the card. The computer tries to read it... and fails. The data is encrypted.

Turning to each other, they speak in unison:

“Shit.”

“Can you decrypt it?” she asks. “I’m useless with computers.”

“Join the club.”

“So what do we do? You must know someone.”

“Yes... but not in Quebec City.”

“Can you reach him quickly?”

“First things first—we need to report our phones stolen.”

Using the landline Léa has stubbornly kept for years, they take care of the formalities. While Mitch is on the line, she refills the glasses and waits for him to hang up.

“Should we inform Lieutenant Asselin about our run-in with those nutjobs?”

He thinks it over.

“If we tell him, we’ll have to mention the card we found. And believe me, he’ll never let us look at its contents.”

“I absolutely want to know what’s on it before he does. After everything we went through today, we’ve earned that much.”

“We’ll have time to call him after we’ve taken a look at the data.”

When he looks up, he sees she’s at the end of her rope.

“I’m completely wiped,” she murmurs.

He stands, gently placing his hands on her shoulders.

“We’ll deal with it tomorrow. We’re too tired to think straight. Did you arm the alarm?”

“Yes.”

“First thing tomorrow morning, I’ll call my lieutenant and tell him I’m staying one more day. That’ll give us time to assess the situation. Does that work for you?”

She nods. Visible relief washes over her. Then, without thinking, she nestles into his arms.

“Thank you for everything you’re doing for me.”

Caught off guard, he wraps his arms around her to comfort her.

“I won’t let you down. We’ll find the best solution.”

She pulls away—too quickly for Mitch’s liking.

“Good night. You’ll find everything you need in the bathroom cabinets.”
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Alone in the guest room, Mitch turns on the TV to catch the ten o’clock news while finishing his drink. He then heads to the bathroom, takes a shower, and slips under the covers.

Settled in, he thinks about what comes next. Logically, his role should be limited to handing the memory card and the information over to Pierre Asselin, who has the resources to get it decrypted. The provincial police could then ask Quebec City police to provide protection for Léa. But Mitch doubts that any police force—no matter how competent—could guarantee her long-term safety. The men who murdered Paul Simone are not amateurs: they’re organized, dangerous, and ready to do whatever it takes to recover what they’re missing. If Léa is holding the card, her life is on the line.

What to do?

An idea suddenly takes shape: use part of his accumulated vacation time—nearly ten weeks. He could take a few weeks to investigate Paul’s murder unofficially while keeping an eye on Léa. Tomorrow, he’ll talk to her about it.

With that thought, he falls asleep like a rock.

Completely drained, Léa heads straight to the bathroom before going to bed. But despite her exhaustion, the turmoil of the day keeps sleep at bay. Her mind is racing.

She thinks back to the funeral, the sympathetic faces, the immense void left by her uncle—this man who understood her with a single look. Tears rise, uncontrollable.

“What could possibly have happened for someone to come after you with such violence...?” she murmurs.

Naturally, her thoughts drift to the police officer sleeping in the guest room. Léa has never let a stranger into her home. And yet, his presence had felt obvious, inevitable. Michel April had reassured her from their very first meeting—there, in that idyllic setting that had suddenly turned into a nightmare.

The fact that he’s a police officer explains part of the trust... but there’s more. She feels drawn to him, yes—but above all, protected. She becomes aware, not without embarrassment, that she threw herself into his arms twice. She chalks those impulses up to shock, fatigue, the brutality of recent events.

“It’s crazy what life throws at us... If only he could stay a few more days—at least until we know what’s on that card...”

Eventually, she drifts off, telling herself that if this man were officially in charge of the investigation, he would move mountains to hunt down her uncle’s killers.

It’s the smell of coffee that wakes Mitch. As he gets up, he returns to his idea: taking a few days off to stay with Léa until the card gives up its secrets. He could even offer that she stay at his place. His decision is made. All that remains is choosing the right moment to bring it up.

A few minutes later, he joins Léa in the kitchen—after first glancing out the living room window. No suspicious SUV in sight.

“Good morning,” she says, handing him a cup. “Did you sleep well?”

“Very well, thanks. And you?”

“I didn’t fall asleep for a long time. This whole thing is eating at me... I’m not a cop, but I feel like we’re dealing with an organized group.”

“What makes you say that?”

“You heard the accent of the man with the gun. That guy isn’t from around here.”

“The man with the revolver had a drawl from the southern United States.”

“Then if the people who went after my uncle came from elsewhere, I seriously doubt the Portneuf investigators will solve this case. And I’m not even talking about my own protection.”

Mitch hears genuine concern in her voice. The moment has come.

“Before I fell asleep, I had an idea. I’d like you to come with me to Montreal to meet someone—a young geek who can decrypt the card. After that, we’ll decide what comes next. In the meantime, you can stay at my place.”

She stares at him, stunned.

“And your job?”

“I’ll talk to my chief. He’s been nagging me for years to burn through my vacation bank. He’ll be thrilled.”

A glimmer of hope crosses her eyes.

“I’ll notify my boss as well. I’ll tell him I’m not coping well with my uncle’s death and that I need a break.”

“Deal.”

“I’m going upstairs to pack.”

Left alone, Mitch stares into the bottom of his cup. Has his attraction to Léa influenced his decision? He knows he shouldn’t be acting this way. And Asselin must never find out he’s meddling in his investigation. He’d never forgive him—and he’d be right not to. Mitch pushes the thought aside and goes to gather his things.

After a brief conversation with his boss—who agrees immediately—Léa fills her bag and joins Mitch, standing by the window.

“I’m convinced those two guys followed us.”

“Did you spot their vehicle?”

“No, but that doesn’t mean anything. They could be hidden.”

As they head out, Mitch gives instructions.

“When you close the door, glance discreetly to the left. I’ll look to the right.”

Léa slowly walks down the stairs leading to the parking lot. She’s the first to spot the SUV, parked about a hundred meters away.

“They’re over there.”

“Okay. When we exit the lot, I’ll turn left. We’ll lose them easily.”

“You think they know your address?”
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Owning a black 1969 Camaro Pro Outlaws RS Z28, Mitch has no trouble disappearing into traffic. He loves speed and rock music. Before merging onto Highway 20 West, he glances at Léa.

“You got a problem with rock—or with speed?”

“None. Driving with music blasting and singing at the top of my lungs has always been therapy for me.”

“Same here.”

To the wild rhythm of Scorpions, Metallica, and AC/DC, the two hours and twenty minutes fly by. Before reaching Montreal, they stop at the Drummondville shopping center to buy two prepaid phones. As soon as his is activated, Mitch dials a number.

“I’m going to try to reach Sir Lancelot—my little computer genius. I’d rather we see him before heading to my place. Safer that way.”

“Sir Lancelot? What a ridiculous nickname! I was expecting something more... exotic. ‘Squirrel22,’ maybe,” Léa laughs.

The call lasts only a few seconds.

“He’s waiting for us.”

As they exit the Louis-Hippolyte-La Fontaine Tunnel, Mitch turns the volume down.

“I completely forgot to tell you—I have a dog. Is that a problem?”

“Not at all. Not allergic, not afraid.”

“Sorry about that.”

“My eye,” she replies with a smile. “You just didn’t want me to turn down your invitation.”

“That’s true. Before going to Sir Lancelot’s, we need to pick up my little beast. He’s with a colleague. We share custody—handy when one of us is away.”

He leaves Highway 25 North, takes the Boulevard Perras exit, and drives toward Gouin. He parks in front of a pretty house with dormer windows.

“I’ll be right back,” he says.

A few minutes later, he returns accompanied by... a mass of red fur. Léa’s eyes widen. The mastiff trotting calmly at Mitch’s side has the head of a motorcycle helmet and the legs of a weightlifter. As soon as the door opens, he climbs onto the back seat with a sigh.

“Léa, this is Jack. Jack, this is Léa.”

The Dogue de Bordeaux remains impassive, his adoring gaze fixed on Mitch. The sight makes Léa smile.

“What is that monster?”

“A Dogue de Bordeaux. A mastiff—like Saint Bernards or Cane Corsos. He’s very calm.”

“You mean... one of those dogs that drools everywhere?”

Almost offended, Mitch corrects her.

“Jack does not drool!”

Reassured—temporarily—she settles in. Jack, stoic, looks at her with unexpected gentleness.

They then head downtown, toward Sir Lancelot’s loft, at the corner of Sherbrooke West and Saint-Laurent. Mitch met him during an investigation into the murder of a hacker. Against all expectations, they’d hit it off immediately.

After a few detours, Mitch parks the Camaro. Jack hops out; Léa follows. The geek’s loft strikes her at once: stone walls, high ceilings, a jumble of computer gear worthy of a sci-fi movie.

“This place must cost a fortune...” she murmurs.

“That kid’s a true genius. No encryption barrier can stop him.”

Sir Lancelot appears—messy hair, unkempt beard. The moment he sees Jack:

“Hey! Old man!”

The dog bounds toward him, delighted. Seeing Léa’s surprise, the geek explains:

“He loves me because I share my pizza crusts.”

Then he notices her—and freezes. As if struck by lightning. Mitch bursts out laughing, tossing out a few crude jokes that plunge the young man into deep embarrassment.

“This is Léa Simone.”

Red as a tomato, Sir Lancelot listens as Mitch lays out the situation. Léa hands him the microSD card. He settles in front of his four monitors—his PC and his Mac Pro—and inserts the card. His fingers hammer the keyboard. Mitch paces the loft, Jack dozing on the couch.

“Well... whoever encrypted this is a real prodigy. This could take some time.”

“Take all the time you need,” Mitch says.

“All right. Say—how about you go grab a pizza and some beers?”

Mitch sighs, but complies, taking the opportunity to make sure no threat is lurking in the area.

Meanwhile, Léa watches the computer scientist, absorbed in his work. Minutes stretch on. Mitch is taking a while. Lancelot reassures her:

“He probably went to the supermarket. Mitch is a real mother hen.”

When he finally returns, arms full, Léa can’t help but laugh.

The smell of pizza fills the loft. Jack promptly receives his crust. Then, suddenly, Lancelot jumps up, knocking over his beer. Jack rushes in to clean up.

“And there you go! Who’s the best, huh? My good old boy?”

Mitch and Léa step closer.

“Your card contains six files. Look.”

With a trembling hand, Léa reaches for Mitch’s.

“First file: Subject number one. Female. Thirteen years old. All six cases—girls between twelve and fourteen. Want to open it?”

Mitch gives her a light tap on the back of the head, like an older brother.

Each file contains a full medical assessment: blood tests, EEGs, MRIs, X-rays... and above all, the girls’ genetic sequences. No identifying information. The results vary... without revealing their meaning.

“What does this mean?” Léa asks.

“No idea,” Lancelot replies.

“Neither do I,” Mitch says.

“So now what?”

“Lancelot, print files one and four.”

“Your wish is my command, my lord.”

When he hands over the documents, Mitch turns serious.

“Listen to me carefully. A man was tortured to death to protect that card. Léa and I were threatened. If you made a copy, erase it. Now. This is extremely dangerous.”

“Message received, boss. No copies. Cache cleared. You can check.”

“Don’t lie to me. I’m very serious.”

Léa steps in, gentler but just as firm. She places her hands on the geek’s shoulders; he turns crimson.

“We’re very serious, Lancelot. My uncle was murdered for this. We want you safe.”

“I swear. No copies.”

“Good,” Mitch concludes.

They leave the loft. The door barely closed, Sir Lancelot returns to his keyboard, executes the deletion command, and mutters:

“In the end... Mitch really scared the hell out of me.”
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As soon as they settle into the car, Léa picks up the discussion.

“I really don’t understand why my uncle had those data in his possession.”

“He was a professor of anthropology, wasn’t he?” Mitch asks. “Could he have been involved in a study related to those girls?”

“How would that even be possible? Paul taught at a CEGEP. And even if it were, what could those data represent for someone to go after him with that level of violence?”

“Another question deserves our attention,” Mitch adds.

“Which one?”

“Who stands to gain by recovering those data at all costs?”

A heavy silence settles in, broken only by Jack’s impatient sighs from the back seat. Mitch continues:

“Without professional help, there’s no way to know more about the nature of these tests. I don’t like the idea of involving other people, but I think we don’t have a choice.”

“I have a childhood friend who’s a clinical psychologist,” Léa replies. “He works at a psychiatric assessment center for individuals who’ve committed serious offenses. He can shed light on the psychometric tests. I trust him completely.”

“On my end, I’ll reach out to one of the medical experts the Director of Criminal and Penal Prosecutions consults regularly. We’ve worked together on several cases. He’s trustworthy, and he’ll be able to break down the blood tests, EEGs, MRIs—all of it. Same goes for discretion.”

“I suggest we only give them the data related to their respective fields.”

“Excellent idea. By segmenting the information, they won’t be able to connect the medical and psychometric aspects.”

The drive toward the North Shore, where Mitch lives, continues in silence. Lost in thought, Léa only snaps back to reality when the Camaro pulls into the driveway of a charming cottage bordering the Rivière des Prairies. The view is stunning. Three mature, meticulously maintained trees form a natural screen that ensures privacy. Léa, who loves water, lets her gaze follow the shoreline.

What a beautiful place, she thinks. She never would’ve imagined the detective owning such a charming setting.

“Let’s drop off our bags, then take a walk around the neighborhood,” Mitch suggests. “Just to make sure our SUV friends didn’t decide to follow us.”

After inspecting the block, Léa is relieved—no suspicious presence. Back inside the bungalow, they part briefly. She leaves her things in the guest room, then heads down to the kitchen. Each of them then contacts their respective resources. Appointments are quickly set: Mitch will see the doctor at nine o’clock, at his private clinic; Léa will meet her psychologist friend at the Institute cafeteria at lunchtime.
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