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      Marco Carreira was in the ring by the Malecón when the aguacero rolled in from the sea.

      “Hostie de north wind,” he thought as lightning filled the clouds like artillery flashes. “I’m out of here.”

      He never trusted anything from the north, where he was from. It always brought him bad luck.

      He checked the ropes one last time. Rough around the edges but still solid, like many things in Cuba. They’d hold for two days, when he’d climb through them for his first bout in four years.

      He left the open-air José Martí stadium to find shelter before the rain hit. While crossing the street, he jumped out of the way of a 1950s Chrysler máquina swerving off the Malecón, engine roaring. The driver didn’t tap the brakes, just like in Montreal ten years earlier, when a BMW skidded onto the sidewalk and slammed into his son’s stroller, snatching his life away in a second.

      The driver walked away scot-free thanks to a loophole in Canadian criminal law called an absolute discharge. He pleaded guilty to simple dangerous driving to avoid an indictable charge for causing death, similar to felony manslaughter in the US. The judge then let him off with the same consequences as an acquittal. No criminal record. Not even the equivalent of a parking ticket. Just a slap on the wrist—a perk for being from the “right” side of la track. The judge even added that the guy came from a “good family” and had just been “unlucky that day.” As if it were a game.

      Marco didn’t like playing pretend justice. Or poutine justice, as he called it, drowning cheap arguments in a thick sauce of bias. That’s why he’d rebuilt his life among the ruins in Havana, against the tides and winds of the Caribbean Sea. And that rigged verdict was just the tip of the iceberg.

      He felt guilty for putting his battle for his son on hold. But if he won his next fight, it could pave the way for another round against his son’s killer, inside or outside the legal ring of courtrooms.

      As the aguacero’s dark clouds covered the barrio, people ran for shelter under the arcades of pastel neobaroque and Art Deco buildings. Marco kept walking without looking back. But he didn’t get far. Lightning and thunder struck like a jab-hook combination, lighting up the street like a giant camera flash, and the rain came down hard.

      He ducked through the saloon-style swinging door of a bar he hadn’t set foot in for years. The room was empty. No one at the tables. The place smelled of rum and tropical mildew.

      The barman and the waiter froze. They must’ve recognized him. He’d kept a low profile over the past year, but some people in town still knew who he was.

      Thunder roared again. The ceiling lamps flickered as he made his way to the counter. The waiter slipped into the back room. The barman gestured to the bottles of three- and seven-year rums lined up on the shelf behind him.

      “Tres o siete años, compay?” he asked.

      “I’ve got a fight in two days,” Marco said. “Water’s fine.”

      The barman reached beneath the counter and pulled out a bottle of Ciego Montero mineral water. He placed it on a Cerveza Cristal cardboard coaster.

      Marco noticed a phone number scribbled in blue ink on the coaster. The handwriting was hard to read, but he made out the 702 area code—Las Vegas, where he’d almost fought on an undercard two years back.

      The barman shot him a smile.

      “Your old friend wrote that down last night,” he said. “Big guy, panama hat. Said he was in town looking for you.”

      Marco figured it might be Le Martiniquais, an old acquaintance he’d cut out of his life.

      “I don’t know who you’re talking about,” Marco said. “You’ve got the wrong guy.”

      The waiter returned with a bucket of ice and dumped it into a cooler with a loud crash.

      “Some friend you’ve got,” he said with a grin. “Kept yelling that Gómez would knock you out in the first round.”

      They both laughed. Marco looked at the street through the wooden window bars, where a stream of rainwater rushed through the cobblestone gutter. No reason to get angry with them. They had nothing to do with it. They’d just done their jobs, serving drinks to drunks and washed-out tourists.

      Marco always had a hunch Le Martiniquais would turn up in Havana sooner or later, if he wasn’t dead or rotting in an overcrowded jail somewhere in Central America. He was a middleman who brokered deals between Mexican cartels and Montreal gangs. His moral compass only pointed to the highest bidder—no principles, just profits. Marco wondered who could’ve sent him, and why. Not the end of the world, but not good news either. Marco had turned the page on his past and didn’t want to reopen those chapters.

      He had no idea what the 702 number on the coaster meant. He slipped the piece of cardboard into his pocket, just in case it came in handy down the road.

      Outside, the rain had almost stopped. Time to go.

      “How much do I owe you?” Marco asked the barman.

      “One peso.”

      He looked at the barman and the waiter. One at a time.

      “If you run into that guy again, tell him you haven’t seen me in over a year,” he said.

      “De verdad?” the waiter asked.

      Marco laid two US twenty-dollar bills on the bar—more cash than what many in Havana made in a month. People without family abroad sending them money had a hard time making ends meet. Dollars drew the line between the haves and the have-nots.

      “What do you think, compay?” Marco said before knocking on the wooden counter and heading for the door.

      As soon as he stepped back outside onto the street, he saw through the window that the barman had already picked up the phone.

      Le Martiniquais must’ve paid them more than forty bucks.
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      Valérie Rochefort crossed rue Saint-Denis through rush-hour traffic as it started to rain.

      “Hostie de November,” she muttered, slipping through the slow-moving cars.

      She hated Montreal in the fall. Cold, damp, and dark, with nights growing longer every day. Her patience thinned as fast as her vitamin D levels dropped.

      She spotted J.P. Gordon’s Cadillac Escalade squatting in front of a fire hydrant, with its tinted windows and gold-plated rims. Not exactly the best ride to avoid police attention. Especially after telling his parole officer he’d turned his life around, working minimum wage as a dépanneur clerk.

      She was already onto him anyway. For weeks, she’d worked her way up his network, one scumbag at a time, until she’d earned enough trust to make a purchase that would take him down.

      She was on her way to meet him at a “brasserie,” a fancy name for a dingy bar where drunks got high on booze and video lottery machines.

      The brasserie was dimly lit, with a Molson Export neon sign flickering against a brick wall. She scanned the room. Practically empty. Just a barman behind the counter, a white-haired lady glued to a video lottery machine, a tattooed thug with a shaved head playing pool alone, and Gordon at the bar, hunched over in front of a grosse Labatt 50—a tall 710 mL bottle with a small glass to sip it down in doses.

      She spotted the emergency door at the back, near the restrooms. Locating a second exit was one of the first rules she’d learned at the Nicolet police academy near Quebec City twenty years ago.

      She knew the back door led to the alley, where her unit’s unmarked Econoline was parked. Her boss, Commandant Ricard, and her partner, Talbot, would listen through the mic strapped inside her leather jacket.

      “Bonjour, ma p’tite dame,” the barman said as she reached the counter. “What can I do for you?”

      “Vodka tonic,” she said. “Make it a double.”

      Drinking on the job was her favourite perk of working undercover. Two years back, she’d gotten hammered in a bar with Marco Carreira while building a case against him. She’d led him back to his loft to collect evidence that he was helping his godmother, Bianca Almeda, smuggle rubies south of the border into the US to launder dirty money.

      The case never made it to trial. Marco’s lawyer got the evidence thrown out, and he got released after ten months behind bars. Bianca was one of the city’s most prominent underworld figures, and pinning anything on anyone close to her was as hard as winning the 6/49 lottery.

      Valérie knew she had a better shot at taking down Gordon that day. She climbed onto the stool next to him. He dangled a toothpick between his teeth, trying to give himself a Tony Montana je ne sais quoi.

      “You’re late, la grande,” he said.

      “Ta gueule, Gordon,” she shot back. “I’m five minutes early.”

      She pronounced his name clearly, making sure the mic picked it up to play it in court.

      “Take it easy,” Gordon said. “We’re just having a friendly conversation.”

      “I’ll take it easy when your goon keeps his eyes to himself,” Valérie said, looking over his shoulder.

      Gordon stopped fiddling with his toothpick and turned to the thug at the pool table. Valérie recognized him from a photo in their files. He was one of Gordon’s henchmen.

      “Steve, câlisse!” Gordon barked.

      Steve frowned and smacked the two ball hard enough to send it flying off the table and rolling across the floor.

      “Tabarnak!” Gordon shouted. “Watch what you’re doing!”

      “Sorry, it slipped,” Steve muttered.

      He ran after the ball and bent over to pick it up in the corner, revealing the butt of a revolver tucked into his waistband. Valérie knew he’d recently served time for gun possession and was still on probation. She could’ve booked him on the spot, but she didn’t have time to waste on small fish. She was there to catch his boss.

      “At least he’s entertaining,” Gordon said with a smug smile.

      “I don’t care,” Valérie said. “You got the stuff?”

      The barman cut in with the vodka tonic. Valérie tossed the straw on the bar and took a long sip. She felt her nerves calm down. Good medicine. She hated to admit it, but barmen were her favourite pharmacists.

      “Must’ve been thirsty,” Gordon said, eyeing her half-empty glass.

      “Takes off the edge,” she said. “I hate this place. You hang out here a lot?”

      “Ever since they cut me loose,” Gordon said with a grin.

      He was in a good mood. Fresh out of Rivière-des-Prairies prison thanks to the Jordan ruling, a Canadian Supreme Court decision that forced crown prosecutors to bring cases to trial within thirty months of any arrest.

      The Quebec government’s DPCP crown prosecutors, the province’s version of district attorneys in the US, had missed the deadline, and Gordon was back on the street with fewer consequences than a parking ticket.

      He must’ve felt like he’d slam-dunked the criminal justice system with a pair of Jordans on his feet. Especially after months of police work—surveillance, wiretaps, the whole nine yards—gathering evidence he trafficked enough fentanyl-laced bricks to put him away for a long time. But he’d only done thirty months on remand.

      Now, Valérie and her unit had to get him back inside before he hurt anyone else. The legal setback didn’t surprise her, though. She’d once read in La Presse that half of the DPCP prosecutors didn’t even know who the Hells Angels boss was during the 1990s Biker War. Still, she felt like snatching his toothpick from his hands and shoving it down his throat.

      But she had to play it by the book, with white gloves. No shortcuts, no broken rules. Just patience. Gather evidence. Build a new bulletproof case. And that was just half the job. Even after the arrest, she’d have to make sure the prosecutors brought him to trial on time.

      It was an uphill battle, but she welcomed it. She’d joined the force two decades earlier to put guys like him away after her sister died from an overdose of tainted heroin. She also raised her sixteen-year-old daughter Sophie on the Plateau-Mont-Royal, in the heart of the city, where temptation lurked between the cracks of every sidewalk—another reason to clean the streets.

      “I’ve got a new offer for you,” Gordon said. “Bricks at thirty-five, but you have to take at least three. See it as a bulk price, like at Costco.”

      “Love it,” she said. “Only one problem. Nobody’s allowed to sell under fifty.”

      She was talking about the standard street price in Montreal, set by the Fifty Deal back in the 1990s. The Hells Angels, Italians, and street gangs had agreed on it to end a bloody war that had pushed politicians to vote for tougher laws against organized crime. Bad for everyone.

      “I’m changing the game,” Gordon said, waving his toothpick like a Davidoff cigar. “I’m setting the new rules.”

      “Not bad for a nobody,” she said.

      Gordon didn’t like her attitude. He took off his sunglasses, glaring at her.

      “Watch who you’re calling a nobody, la grande,” he said. “Besides your chum de gars Blackburn, no one knows who the hell you are.”

      He meant Mitch Blackburn, a trafficker she’d arrested a few years back on a sailboat carrying a heavy load off the coast of Martinique. She’d never testified in court or revealed she was a cop. But Gordon might’ve heard suspicions about her at Donnacona pen, where the two perps had done time together.

      She steered the conversation back to their deal. She tossed the keys to a Nissan Sentra on the bar, next to his grosse Labatt. The cash for the purchase was stashed in the trunk.

      “I’m here for one, not three,” Valérie told him. “There’s fifty grand in the trunk of the red Nissan in front of the tattoo shop next to L’Express. You can drive off as soon as you give me my stuff.”

      She didn’t tell him a GTI team—the acronym for Groupe tactique d’intervention, Quebec’s SWAT—was waiting to pick him like a ripe apple the second he opened the front door.

      But Gordon didn’t touch the keys. He poured himself another glass instead.

      “You have to buy at least three,” he said. “It’s all or nothing. Take it or leave it.”

      She felt tempted to make the deal. She wanted to arrest him and close the case. She was taking her daughter Sophie to Cuba in two days and didn’t want to postpone her trip. Cuba was a popular destination for Canadians, so she could probably find another flight later that week. But she couldn’t disappoint her daughter. Still, she couldn’t agree to his terms.

      “I don’t have enough cash on me for three,” she told him. “I’ll bring more next time.”

      “I thought you played in the big leagues, la grande,” Gordon said. “An extra sixty-five grand should be pocket change for you.”

      “I don’t carry that in my wallet,” she said. “If the cops busted me, they’d steal half. I want to try out your stuff too.”

      “I get it straight from Chicanos down south. Purest in town.”

      “Then why’s it so cheap? You cut it with baking soda?”

      Gordon spat out his toothpick on the bar.

      “Watch your mouth,” he said. “You think I’m a low-life p’tit câlisse?”

      Valérie wanted to answer yes, but stayed diplomatic.

      “Never hurts to ask,” she said.

      He stood up with a snarl on his face.

      “Maybe not, but you just messed up a good deal, la grande,” he said. “Go get screwed at fifty by another one of your hosties de crosseurs. I’m out of here.”

      He put his sunglasses back on, zipped up his collar, and pointed to the Journal de Montréal tabloid on the bar next to him.

      “Stats never lie,” he added. “Call me when you want to talk for real. And bring enough cash.”

      Valérie watched him storm out of the brasserie, with Steve the brute on his heels. The deal hadn’t gone through. She’d have to nail him another time.

      She finished her vodka tonic and let it sink in. She felt the alcohol flow in her fingertips, numbing her disappointment. She hated dropping the ball and letting an arrest slip through her hands. Every time she failed, it meant more overdoses and bodies in alley stairwells and crack houses, like her sister.

      Watching Gordon walk away, sunglasses on, proud of beating the system, stung even more. He must’ve thought he was above the law, untouchable, bulletproof, shielded by a system that couldn’t protect its own people. She stared at the empty glass, watching the ice cubes melt like justice in her city, and bit her tongue not to order another one.

      After Gordon crossed the street, she grabbed the Journal and flipped through the sports stats pages until she found a thin paper envelope. Likely a sample. At least she could send it to the lab to find out what he was cutting it with. All was not lost. She slipped it into her leather jacket.

      A second later, her phone buzzed in the pocket of her Guess jeans. She figured it was Ricard or Talbot. Instead, it was a text from CB, one of her confidential informants. She’d never known his real identity, nor his or her gender. She’d never traced the 702 area code number either. And she hadn’t heard from CB since Marco Carreira’s case, two years back.

      The text simply read: “Amherst-Ontario.” A corner in a run-down part of eastern downtown. Valérie knew rue Amherst had been renamed rue Atateken a few years ago.

      She’d always had a hunch CB would turn up again sooner or later. Not the end of the world, but not good news either. Maybe he wanted money and would blackmail her, threatening to reveal her true identity in the streets. That didn’t stress her. She knew she could rely on a secret fund of public money to cover that kind of expense.

      She put her phone away and headed out to meet Ricard and Talbot in the alley.

      When she stepped out of the brasserie onto rue Saint-Denis, it was raining heavier than she’d expected. She didn’t care. Out of her hands, out of her mind. Just like Gordon’s three-brick offer. He’d dodged the first bullet. Good for him. Next round, she’d nail him to a cellblock bunk long enough to forget what Tony Montana looked like.
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      Marco ran into Guillermo Gómez in front of the Gimnasio de Boxeo Rafael Trejo.

      “A gringo came by looking for you,” Gómez said. “Talked to El Chino by the ring for a minute and left.”

      Marco knew it had to be Le Martiniquais. He scanned the dusty Habana Vieja street but just saw kids playing baseball with a broomstick under the post-aguacero sun, ladies watching them from wrought iron balconies. No sign of the scumbag.

      “Maybe he’s in town to see me knock you out,” Marco said.

      “Coño,” Guillermo Gómez said, throwing a shadowboxing jab to show his tumbao. “I’ll drop you with a left hook right after the bell.”

      Marco smiled. They’d been sparring partners since he arrived in Havana a year ago. They stayed friends even if they were about to face off in the ring. No drama.

      Marco fist-bumped him and entered the Gimnasio’s cool, dark hallway lined with photos of local legends like Teófilo Stevenson. The cradle of Cuban boxing, the birthplace of more Olympic champions than any other gym in the world.

      Echoes of jump ropes and speed bags reached his ears as he stepped into the open-air training area nestled between two buildings weathered by centuries of salt air and hurricanes.

      He touched the corner of the ring and had a thought for his son.

      “For you,” he whispered. “We’ll get the bad guy, I promise.”

      He repeated the same pledge every day, even if finding justice felt more and more like an elusive dream fading on the horizon, slowly drifting out at sea. Still, he kept paddling toward it, even with the wind in his face.

      The rugged ring reminded him of himself, like many things in Cuba—rough around the edges but still solid. Whether he won or lost his fight, just stepping back inside the ropes felt like a victory.

      He walked over to see Paco Moreno, also known as El Chino, who was reading Granma, Cuba’s daily paper, in the wooden stands in the shade.

      “What took you so long?” El Chino asked.

      “Got caught by the aguacero,” Marco said. “I stopped by the Malecón to check the ring.”

      “How was it?”

      “Only a few minutes.”

      “I meant the ring, not the rain.”

      “It was fine,” Marco said. “The ropes are tight.”

      The old man nodded. A former champ and a living legend throughout the island, he’d won gold at the IBA World Championship in Havana in 1974, a few months before Ali and Foreman’s Rumble in the Jungle in Zaïre. He knew the trade.

      For the past year, he’d trained Marco at the Gimnasio. He was too old to climb in the ring with mitts but still gave him advice on every aspect of the craft—footwork, hooks, blocking, and the strategy to deploy against Gómez. Most of all, he’d taught him the fluidity of the Cuban boxing style. How to “flow like a river, crash like a wave” instead of the stiffer American approach Marco had learned in Montreal.

      He put down the paper and gave Marco a harsh look through the wrinkles of his slanted eyes that had earned him his nickname.

      “Some tall guy came to see you,” he said in his hoarse, raspy voice. “Panama hat, expensive watch. Said he wanted to see you against Gómez.”

      “I know, Gómez just told me,” Marco said.

      “I didn’t like him. Guys like that bring mala suerte. Bad luck.”

      “Don’t worry, probably just a tourist who saw a poster,” Marco said, dodging the subject.

      “Hope so,” El Chino said. “He mentioned trouble in Canada. What’s that about?”

      Marco’s heart skipped a beat. He wondered what Le Martiniquais might’ve told him. He played it down.

      “Don’t know,” he said. “Drunk nonsense.”

      El Chino stared at him, gauging his response. Marco kept a stoic face, even though his pulse hammered his chest like a metronome.

      The old man picked up his paper.

      “I know you didn’t have a perfect life back there,” he said. “I just don’t want any problems around here.”

      “Don’t worry,” Marco said. “Neither do I.”

      He put on his gloves and got to work on a duct-taped sandbag, pounding it harder than usual. He was furious at Le Martiniquais for showing up out of nowhere just two days before his fight, after he’d spent a year walking a tightrope with no safety net. He had strict court conditions in Montreal. His lawyer had struck a deal with the DPCP crown prosecutors to let him go to Cuba. If he slipped, his new life in Havana could topple like a house of cards. He played by the rules, gloves on, staying under the radar inside and outside the ring.

      He transferred the weight of his anger onto the punching bag like he’d done since the age of nine, when his mother killed herself and his father failed to show up. He’d then been tossed around foster homes, treated like an “hostie de pas bon” no-good. Luckily, his godmother Bianca had pulled a few strings to get him out of the system and into a gym.

      With boxing, he discovered something he wasn’t so bad at after all. The sport allowed him to find his way, for better or worse.

      For the better, because the discipline he’d learned in the ring helped him get back on his feet after cerebellar ataxia left him in a wheelchair four years earlier. He couldn’t stand up anymore, let alone walk. His brain stopped communicating with his legs. The wires were disconnected.

      The doctors in the ICU told him he might never walk again. They sent him to a rehab hospital with little hope. But, against all odds, he beat their prognosis.

      After weeks of physiotherapy, his brain started rewiring itself. He learned to walk again, like a baby, one step at a time. Parallel steel bars first, then a walker, a cane, and, finally, nothing but paper hospital slippers. For the past year, he’d run a quarter marathon every morning by the Malecón, chewing up his naysayers’ doubts for breakfast.

      His secret weapon was the rage burning inside him, the fire that fueled his recovery. But he used it wisely. Instead of becoming a victim of his misfortunes, he’d turned his anger into strength to build something positive out of his life—one jab, one round, one fight at a time.

      Neither Guillermo Gómez nor anyone in Cuba had ever seen that rage, except perhaps in YouTube clips. Then again, there were limits to what a camera lens could capture.

      Gómez was a young fighter on his way to the Olympics with an undefeated record. Marco felt bad about unleashing his fury against him, hoping he wouldn’t crush him. But as El Chino always said, when you wanted to fight, it was part of the deal—the black eyes, shattered wrists, broken noses, and all the rest. If you wanted to go the distance, you couldn’t be afraid of getting hurt along the way.

      That was just as true in boxing as in life, inside and outside the ring.

      Marco had never told El Chino, or anyone in Cuba, about his past. He didn’t need anyone’s sympathy, and he was afraid they might judge him.

      “Stop being stiff like the Americans,” El Chino said. “Stay smooth like a Cuban. Flow like a river, crash like the waves.”

      Marco loosened his footwork, adding rhythm to his jabs until he found that sweet spot where everything flowed naturally, like when a guitarist slipped into the zone during a solo.

      “Much better,” El Chino said. “Go in faster with your one-two. Float like an aguacero, strike like thunder.”

      Marco smiled. He loved El Chino’s Cuban take on Ali’s line. After an hour, he called it a day and stripped off his gloves.

      “Be careful, Gómez will have the crowd behind him,” El Chino said.

      “I’ll use it to my advantage,” Marco said. “I like being the underdog. It gives me an edge.”

      “Fine, but be strategic. Gómez will start hungry and aggressive, like a bulldog. Use your experience. Be patient. Let him get tired after a few rounds, then take him out. Like Ali against Foreman.”

      “I know, the rope-a-dope trick.”

      “It’s not a trick,” El Chino said. “It’s wisdom. Ali told me himself when he came here in the nineties. He brought over a million dólares of medicine. A good man.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.”

      “Words mean nothing,” El Chino said with a grin. “In the ring, only your fists tell the truth.”

      “Then I’ll let them do the talking,” Marco said, knocking his fists together.

      “Is Beatriz coming?” El Chino asked. “At least you’d have her in your corner.”

      Beatriz Valencia, a friend he’d made while running on the Malecón, was finishing a two-month ophthalmology contract in Mexico City. Sending doctors abroad was Cuba’s top source of income, before even tourism or sugar.

      “She’ll be back tomorrow,” Marco said. “But I’ll need you in my corner too.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll be there. But I’m not a señorita; it’s not the same thing.”

      “Come on, she’s just a friend, and you know it.”

      “I’ve heard that before,” El Chino said with a smile. “Funny, that gringo asked me about her. Said he saw her in a clinic with other Cuban doctors.”

      Marco froze. How did Le Martiniquais know she was there? Or even that Marco knew her? Something didn’t add up.

      “Did he say where he knew her from?” Marco asked.

      “No,” El Chino said. “Any idea who he is?”

      “Beats me,” Marco said. “But if he comes back, kick him out. Guys like that are mala suerte.”

      El Chino nodded, glad to see Marco taking his advice.

      Marco reached into his bag and pulled out an envelope with a few hundred US dollars. American currency was officially illegal in Cuba, but it got you further than pesos. Or even Canadian dollars, which weren’t very popular in Havana.

      He’d bought those dollars on the black market, in the refrigerated back room of a butcher’s shop near his apartment in Vedado, like a Scorsese scene with a Caribbean twist.

      El Chino waved the envelope away, but Marco insisted. He wanted to support the Gimnasio, which had given him so much despite operating with so little.

      “You know I can’t take that,” El Chino said.

      “Don’t flatter yourself,” Marco said. “It’s for the kids, not for you.”

      He pointed to youngsters doing push-ups on the other side of the ring, beside a sandbag barely held together by a thread of duct tape. El Chino still hesitated, so Marco tossed the envelope beside the newspaper on the bench.

      “Someone must’ve dropped it there,” Marco told him. “It’s not as much as Ali, but it won’t hurt.”

      El Chino gave him a steady handshake. His fists had taken a beating over the years, but they were still solid, like many things in Cuba.

      “I’ll see you at the weigh-in tomorrow?” he asked.

      “Claro,” Marco said. “High noon.”

      But he had no idea he wouldn’t be in Havana the next day. The aguacero that had swept through the city earlier was nothing compared to the storm about to turn his life upside down.
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      Valérie met Commandant Ricard and Talbot in the alley behind the brasserie.

      They were waiting for her in the rain next to their unit’s unmarked Ford Econoline. The downpour drummed on their umbrellas before cascading down onto the broken pavement.

      Valérie had no umbrella, and she didn’t care. She wanted to keep their conversation short, straight to the point, and get out of there.

      “Why didn’t you make the deal?” Ricard asked. “I thought you wanted to nail Gordon by nightfall.”

      “Did you have your earpiece, or are you deaf?” Valérie shot back. “He wanted me to buy three at thirty-five each, way below the Fifty Deal price. It didn’t seem to bother him. That worries me. Is he trying to start a war?”

      “Maybe he’s got a new supplier,” Talbot said. “Contacts down south.”

      “That’s what he told me,” Valérie said. “But I don’t think a small-time ti-coune like him has that kind of reach. And it still wouldn’t be a good reason to break the rules.”

      She showed them the envelope J.P. Gordon had slipped into the Journal de Montréal.

      “He left me a present,” she said. “I want to check what’s in it before someone gets hurt.”

      “Ship it to the lab,” Ricard said. “Put a rush on it.”

      Valérie walked over to the Econoline to hand over the sample and her mic to the tech inside. She was done with Talbot and Ricard. She didn’t mind their company but had nothing more to say to them.

      Talbot was a guy from the suburbs playing Rambo on a mission in a concrete jungle full of poor people and immigrants, not realizing it was cops like him who’d pushed Rambo over the edge in the first place. He’d built himself a tough-guy façade—thick beard, ink sleeves—acting tough the minute he crossed the bridge into the city with his badge and his gun. But she saw through the cracks, the fear in his eyes whenever they walked into dicey situations.

      She preferred Ricard by a long shot. He was a stoic old-school guy from Marseille who reminded her of a Southern French version of Lieutenant Castillo from Miami Vice, but with a cane and a grey moustache. His limp was apparently a souvenir from his Légion days a lifetime ago, a bullet from somewhere in the Sahel. He gave her credit for her work ethic and attitude. She respected him for finding the cache of explosives used to kill an eleven-year-old boy during the Biker War that the Fifty Deal ended, back in the nineties, when she used to listen to Tupac on her Sony Discman. He was a living legend on the force.

      Mutual respect. A win-win relationship.

      Sure, Ricard and Talbot got on her nerves, but they weren’t as corrupt as crooked cops in movies. Everything was always bigger and bloodier on film, with Texas chainsaw massacres. But in Quebec, some perps matched that level of violence in real life with poutine massacres—assaults and murders where victims were disfigured beyond human recognition, their faces beaten to a pulp until they looked like a mix of French fries, cheese curds, and gravy.

      Like the Crowbar Assaulter, a guy from the “right” side of la track who’d slaughtered a man from the “wrong” side—an immigrant background—with a crowbar for fun.

      More violent than a Tarantino film, but no stunts or special effects. Pure Sarajevo style.

      He walked away scot-free with a conditional discharge after pleading guilty and cutting a deal with the DPCP prosecutors. No prison time, no criminal record. Even after telling cops that his “father had money” to justify his crime. The judge proved him right with his verdict, even adding that “the victim had bitten the defendant’s ear” as a mitigating factor. Valérie had read the full, unredacted police report, and it contained no mention of any ear in it.

      For the same crime, any Black man would’ve been charged with attempted murder and faced years in a federal pen.

      One system. Two standards.

      That rigged judgment was just the tip of the iceberg. A few years back, the Crowbar Assaulter’s legal team had defended the worst child murderer in Quebec history, a “kindhearted” cardiologist who’d killed his three- and five-year-old children by stabbing them seventy-five times. A jury of twelve not-angry-enough men and women found him not criminally responsible.

      Those same lawyers got a media mogul who was sued for sexually assaulting a dozen women in civil court—dubbed Quebec’s Harvey Weinstein—acquitted of rape in criminal court by the same judge as the Crowbar Assaulter. The same judge had also previously sentenced a pop singer convicted of raping an underage babysitter to nothing but a few months of house arrest. More lenient than Jeffrey Epstein’s deal in Florida.

      Valérie wondered why any journalists had ever written or said a word about that judge. She once overheard colleagues in the showers whisper that he might belong to a brotherhood of high-ranking people called Le Cercle. But she never looked into it. None of her business. She stayed in her lane.

      Still, she knew something was rotten in the kingdom of maple syrup. But she didn’t speak out. Not her job. She was a cop, not a journalist. She preferred keeping her white gloves on, looking the other way. Besides, she didn’t want to undermine the public’s trust in the criminal justice system. Without that trust, the columns of the temple would tremble. And so would society.

      As long as the system allowed her to reach her ends, she found excuses to justify the means. Like when she got Marco Carreira incarcerated for ten months without a trial.

      After arresting him for smuggling rubies for Bianca Almeda, she’d made the mention “RACE: HISPANIQUE” pop out in capital letters at the top of his police file, even though she knew his father was a Pure Laine.

      In Quebec, the population was made up of “Pure Laine” French Canadians, Anglos, immigrants, and Indigenous people, whose civil rights were valued in that order by the right-wing government elected on an anti-immigrant agenda. On the other hand, there were Anglophones in the rest of Canada who despised people from Quebec just as much. Two solitudes in an imperfect country.

      Most Pure Laine Québécois were open-minded, embracing people of different backgrounds, making Montreal a rich mosaic of cultures. The city even had its own dialect, “Frenglish,” in which people switched seamlessly between the two languages. But it drove nationalists crazy.

      Valérie didn’t mind those hard-liners, especially in the justice system. She’d learned to play with their fears like a maestro fiddling a violin. They applied the “one-drop rule” to immigrants the same way it once worked with African Americans in the US: one drop of immigrant blood made you an immigrant, period. Like Marco Carreira.

      In his case, Valérie told the DPCP prosecutor to argue he was a flight risk because he had distant relatives abroad, without specifying where. The word “Hispanic” was all the judge needed to hear to give Marco a one-way ticket to Bordeaux Prison.

      Valérie had nothing personal against Marco. It wasn’t a vendetta. She just saw him as a way to get back at the scumbags who’d cut her sister’s heroin with the cheap filler, long before fentanyl flooded the streets. She suspected Gordon of doing the same.

      She swung the Econoline’s door open and handed the sample to the tech hunched over audio recording gear. A Gen Z recruit, retro grunge look, chewing a Nicorette like an Instagrammer in need of a selfie.

      “To the lab,” Valérie said. “For yesterday.”

      “Don’t forget to say please,” the tech shot back. “I’ll need the mic too.”

      Her nonchalance rubbed Valérie the wrong way. It reminded her of herself at that age.

      “Excuse me, what’s your little name again?” Valérie said.

      “Sandrah,” the tech said. “With a silent ‘h.’ Like your ‘t’ in Rochefort.”

      Valérie ripped the mic from her leather coat and tossed it onto a keyboard.

      “Here’s your hostie of the mic, with your silent ‘h.’”

      She slammed the door shut and returned to Ricard and Talbot.

      “What’s up with that wannabe whiz kid?” she said. “Gen Z privilege?”

      “That’s what I think of you millennials,” Ricard said. “And the kid’s smarter than she looks.”

      “I believe it when I see it.”

      “You will soon enough,” Ricard said. “Anyway, you two can go now. Call it a night. The other crew’s going to stay with Gordon till tomorrow.”

      “Who, Farinelli and Cloutier?” Valérie said. “Gordon’s our guy. Let us close him.”

      “You’re taking off to Cuba in two days.”

      “Exactly,” Valérie said. “That’s why I want to finish him first.”

      “Relax,” Talbot said. “You’re going to spend time with your daughter. You have a daughter, remember?”

      “Sorry, did someone ask you something?” she snapped.

      Yeah, she had a daughter and raised her alone in a rented 5½ apartment on the east side of the Plateau—not a cushy suburban home with a mortgage like his—ever since her daughter’s father had run off to Costa Rica. And she had to work long hours to make ends meet, often spending more time with trash like J.P. Gordon than with Sophie.

      Yeah, so what?

      “I’ll debrief you two in the morning,” Ricard said, ending the discussion. “Merci, bonsoir.”

      He limped away in the rain with his cane and bad leg, under his umbrella.

      Valérie walked the other way with Talbot, toward the Saint-Louis Square where she’d parked her unmarked Dodge Challenger.

      Talbot sat shotgun. She cranked the wipers on full blast and made a sharp turn onto rue Saint-Denis, triggering a clinking sound on the back seat floor. She knew it was the twenty-six ounces of Smirnoff she’d bought at the SAQ, the government-run liquor store. Talbot glanced over his shoulder, probably noticing the black bag, but didn’t say anything. Good for him.

      “We’ve got a last-minute stop,” she said.

      She headed to the street corner that CB had texted her earlier at the brasserie. Amherst and Ontario. She’d never told Talbot about her informants and didn’t plan to. She liked keeping them confidential. She wondered what CB had in store after two years of silence. It felt like a ticking bomb about to explode.
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