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Canadian winters have a way of revealing a city's true nature.

In summer, Montréal performed a role: bright festivals offered distractions, cobblestones warmed with tourist traffic and laughter, patios swelled with music and la bonne cuisine, all underpinned by the tender promise of second chances.

Winter stripped everything bare.

It stole warmth, patience, and mercy, leaving only truth in its wake.

On glacial nights like this, Charles Arthur thought the metropolis looked as if it had confessed its sins, only to realize forgiveness itself had turned to ice.

He stood in his office in Chinatown, a narrow, stubborn room that had once been a cheap, smoke-filled accountant's nest in the 1970s and, much to Nellie Tremblay's disapproval, right above an unlicensed Chinese restaurant and Mahjong betting den.

His international law degrees and United Nations commendations hung neatly on the wall, flanked by shelves of eccentric trinkets and grimoires that most people would have mistaken for bizarre decorations.

Outside, snow sifted down, clinging to sidewalk seams and curbs.

An exhausted Metro vent wheezed steam into the night. On Viger Street downstairs, a police siren rose and faded, unhurried. In Montréal, even danger conserved energy in the cold.

Then the phone rang.

The old landline.

Nellie Tremblay never called cell phones for this kind of thing.

He let it ring once.

Twice.

On the third, he answered.

"Maître Arthur," Nellie said. She skipped the greeting; names were knives; they cut straight to the purpose.

"Bonsoir, Maître Tremblay."

Behind her voice he could hear boots, terse orders, a door dragged open against the wind, and that precise governmental cadence when something significant had happened and Ottawa had yet to decide upon the proper course of action.

"We have a situation," she said.

"I am listening." He stared at his reflection in the dark window. "What kind?"

"The kind we don't have a vocabulary for in the official lexicon."

A grim and familiar feeling tightened in his chest.

He shrugged into his coat.

"Where?"

"Saint-Stanislas. Rosemont."

A church.

Of course.

"We found..." She stopped, recalibrating. Nellie Tremblay never wasted words; when they failed her, it meant reality had refused to fit inside the law. "We need your eyes on it. Now."

He could have said no.

But Nellie wouldn't call unless the ground had opened up as it had four years ago.

"I'm on my way," he said.

"Charles," she added before he could hang up. "Come prepared."

The line clicked dead.

Prepared.

He looked at the bookshelf: twenty-two tomes with ornate wooden spines. No titles, but esoteric symbols and long-dead languages etched deep into the covers.

He closed his eyes, centering himself for a moment that felt far longer than a second.

He reached for two specific tomes and placed them into the worn leather briefcase that belonged neither to him nor to the man before him.

It was one of the four inestimable relics of the Jesuit Order entrusted to him for safekeeping.

He locked the office, headed downstairs, and stepped out into the night. While waiting for Little Wu to retrieve his car from the parking lot across the street, he exchanged a few humorous comments about the cold with the Wu brothers manning the entrance to their grandmother's covert operation. The teenager received the usual twenty dollars, along with his customary, lighthearted reminder to keep up with his studies.

He settled into the blessedly warm vehicle, keyed the church's address into the GPS, and pulled away.
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Saint-Stanislas wanted to be invisible.

In Montreal, some buildings shrink under your gaze, determined to survive by being forgettable. Half-buried in snow, Saint-Stanislas was one of them: its squat stone shoulders hunched against the wind, its stained glass muted, refusing to tell stories of the saint honored within its heart.

One cruiser. Three unmarked SUVs, including Nellie's "tank," as he liked to tease her. No reporters yet. Montréal hadn't decided this was important enough for a headline.

It would.

Nellie met him on the steps, coat collar up, dark hair pinned in her unique way that suggested control rather than style. Perfect for a woman who had spent her professional life compelling chaos to sign affidavits in triplicate.

"Thank you for coming," she said.

"Of course," Charles replied.

"How bad is it?"

She didn't answer and simply opened the heavy oak doors.

Bitter cold air displaced outward from the nave.

Churches have smells: wax, incense, wood soaked with two hundred years of guilt and hymns. The air carried wrongness, a metallic, subtly sweet aroma that evoked the unsettling sensation of heat draining from living flesh.

A contradiction.

Stalled violence.

Officers spaced themselves through instinctive avoidance rather than protocol.

Forensics had brought high-intensity lamps, yet left them off.

Nobody wanted to brighten whatever this was.

Brightness makes some things too real.

Nellie led him down the aisle.

The altar drew attention the way gravity drew falling bodies, with no argument nor detour.

"Turn on the lights," Nellie ordered.

The crucifix was gone.

Removed with surgical care.

Clean hooks. Careful hands. Politeness where anger would have been easier.

In its place: the geometry of nightmares.

Symbols drawn in a dark, viscous substance that resisted classification. Too thick to be blood and too alive to be paint. Inside an almost perfect circle, stomach-churning symbols: glyphs that resisted reading. The eyes could trace them, but the tongue froze before forming sounds claimed by primordial, forbidden languages.
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And spread across the altar, a human body desecrated into meaning.

The damage was precise.

Gravity had been forced to reconfigure the corpse into a shape it resisted.

Skin overstretched, molded into a mask flesh was never meant to wear.

The mouth hung open, shaped by an attempted utterance that had collapsed before completion.

Charles' heart slowed.

He stepped closer, cataloging automatically, mercilessly.

The altar cloth had been smoothed afterward. Tidiness had mattered to the murderer.

His eyes caught the chalk-white residue along the outer rim of the circle, powder crushed so fine it almost glowed.

Bone?

Salt?

Consecrated ash?

The smell intensified near the eastern quadrant: rain on stone, in a place water had never touched.

He crouched.

There.

Beneath the edge of the circle, pressed into the stone: a footprint.

Bare. Small. Child-sized.

Too deep.

The impression carried a weight the shape could not justify.

Nausea bloomed behind Charles' teeth as he stared.

A single step.

A single presence.

A single permission.

Someone innocent had been brought here.

Used.

"Charles?" Nellie's voice came from behind him.

He rose slowly, careful not to break the circle or step too near the child's print.

He studied the symbols again, and then he saw it: a hesitation in one stroke, a specific curve where the hand had chosen elegance over speed, a flourish that should not exist in an act of murder.

A signature.

Barbed-wire memories sprang

up: a cramped, secret classroom hung with crucifixes and maps of a world the Jesuits believed would one day be fully understood by mortal minds.

A voice, calm as winter:

"Knowledge is revered because of the dangers it presents."

Father Adrien Leduc.

Mentor.

Architect.

Traitor.

Or prophet, depending on where you aimed the light.

Charles' pulse throbbed.

For a fraction of a second, the church responded.

An older order asserted itself.

The candle at the far end of the nave burst into flame, seemingly on its own, before its light became stable. The flame held straight and precise, a small vertical line of compliance.

One of the pews creaked and shifted. Wood scraped stone. The bench slid fifteen centimeters and settled, squared precisely toward the altar.

A single note followed, thin and high, unsupported by instrument or echo, and descended from the vaults.

Every officer froze.

Heads lifted.

They had heard it too.

Silence returned.

The church had made its point.

It did not intend to repeat it.

The realization dawned on Charles and held: the church had been desecrated. It knew it.

"You understand something," Nellie said.

He took a painful breath.

"I do," he said. "This is correspondence."

Nellie frowned. "In English?"

"A message," Charles corrected, "and a reply."

"A message from whom?"

Charles looked up at the empty space where the crucifix had once hung.

"From someone who should have known better."

For a long moment, nobody spoke.

The church wasn't silent—old buildings never were—but the sounds were small and ashamed: a radiator knocking, beams sighing under winter tension, fabric creaking as officers shifted, trying not to be noticed.

Nellie cleared her throat, professional calm cinched tight around unease.

"Walk me through what you see."

She wanted clarity, translation; something she could still pretend was real.

Charles nodded once and stepped forward, moving slowly so as not to spook men whose courage was already waning.

First: the practical.

No forced entry.

No broken locks.

No shattered glass.

"The suspect or suspects were let in," Charles said, "or already belonged here."

Charles kept moving, reading the floor.

There were salt tracks, some old, some fresh, near the entrance, and tactical boot impressions layered in confused timelines. But closer to the altar, the stone was almost pristine: no scuffs, no drag marks, no panic written into the dust. Three sets of prints were visible. One of them was the victim's.

"Two men walked in, flanking the deceased."

Nellie's eyes flicked to the remains. "You mean the victim was a willing participant in...this?"

Charles didn't look away. "I'm trying not to accept that yet."

He crouched at the edge of the circle, close enough to feel the air shift, but not close enough to be claimed by it.

Heat and cold braided together, as if the stones remembered being burned and frozen in the same breath. Under the forensic light, it gleamed like oil.

"Your lab will call it blood," he said. "They'll find human proteins."

"And?" Nellie asked.

"And things they don't have names for, without rewriting what they think the world is."

He didn't touch the markings.

Never hands.

He followed the symbols with his eyes, reading, parsing, weighing intent.

"These aren't improvisations. No one copied this from a blog. This is a practiced script. Old, potent invocation magic."

A uniformed officer swore in French.

The church did not appreciate it and creaked loudly.

"So, not lunacy," Nellie declared, her gaze sharp as daggers toward the now very repentant policeman.

"No, far from madness or rage," Charles continued. "Discipline."

He studied the circle.

"Almost perfect."

"Almost?"

"And that's worse." He indicated the hairline deviation near the altar base, a betrayal so small it could pass for nothing. "A circle like this is a, well, a jurisdiction, if you will. Precision is authority."

Nellie listened closely.

Jurisdiction.

Authority.

These were words she understood.

They meant organization of thought and criminal intent.

She felt steadier, back on (almost) familiar ground.

"So whoever did this—"

"Either made a mistake," Charles said.

He paused.

"Or wanted the authority contained within to leak."

Nellie exhaled sharply. "Either way, they did not care about collateral damage."
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Charles looked back at the body.

"This wasn't a sacrifice; sacrifices are transactions." He lifted three fingers in the air: "terms, price, closure." His gaze drifted over the circle again. "This is exposure, like opening a door in the middle of a storm and seeing what comes in."

"Something... did come in?" Nellie asked tersely.

"Yes," Charles said.

Then, because precision mattered:

"Or tried to."

He forced himself to stop seeing horror and start seeing evidence.

Skin was drawn toward specific sigils.

Pressure lines mapped inward force.

Muscles were clenched along vectors unrelated to pain.

Gravity had been contested here.

It had not prevailed.

The jaw sat wrenched to one side, shaped by a soundless scream.

"Whoever he was," Charles said, his voice low, "he was involved at the end."

The sentence landed like a stone dropped into holy water.

"Let's look at the tangible for a minute," Nellie said. "Caucasian male. No identification, but I would say late forties to early fifties. That small footprint etched into the stone cannot be his. The parish caretaker found him at around 7 P.M., when he came in to warm the church for the evening's service."

"Cameras?" Charles asked hopefully.

Nellie lifted her eyebrows, surprised by the question.

"In a two-century-old church? Welcome to Québec's Catholic infrastructure. The security system is faith and thick, unlocked doors."

"Parish records?"

"Subpoenaed," Nellie said. "I'm including a request for internal notes as well, but these might be difficult to obtain if the Church's lawyers decide to be uncooperative. I might have to twist an arm or two to speed things up."

He nodded, his mind a sponge soaking up every bit of the information around him.

His gaze drifted to the altar.

At the far right edge of the stone, beneath the lip, dust had been wiped clean. The surface showed contact that had been slow and deliberate.

He leaned closer.

Wax residue: a drip that had fallen years earlier, pressed into the stone and worn smooth—the mark of something familiar returning to the same place.

"The suspects polished this."

"The altar?"

"Yes, but I see a need for control rather than reverence in the act."

"Has the crucifix been found?" Charles asked.

"No, not yet," Nellie replied. "The caretaker swears it was here last night. No restoration or repair orders either."

Charles looked up at the blank space on the wall again.

The right thing removed, the wrong thing invited to fill the vacancy.

He turned back to Nellie.

He gestured—barely—toward the circle.

"This was theology."

One of the RCMP agents, the same one who had sworn too loudly earlier, muttered a prayer in French and instantly regretted giving the church more attention.

"And the handwriting?"

Charles hesitated.

"You recognized it."

"I did."

Returning his attention to the sigils, he marveled at the refined arcs and the astonishing, otherworldly precision with which they were drawn.

"Father Adrien Leduc," he said.

Nellie blinked twice. "The Jesuit."

"Yes."

"The one who—"

"Yes."

"He is still alive? How? Charles, we dropped five tons of concrete on him. No one could have survived that."

"The evidence suggests he did." Charles's words dripped with bitterness.

She concurred, her mind already weaving a web of legal precedents to encompass this changed circumstance.

Then she asked the only question that mattered:

"Tell me the truth, Charles. Are we dealing with a crime scene... or one of your unusual cases?"

Charles stared at the altar, at the emptiness, at the circle that almost held.

"I think it is both. And this is not the beginning."

Nellie started to type on her notepad.

"This is the middle."

"This is the middle," she repeated.

She stared at the empty wall where the crucifix had once hung.

"This means we are already behind."

He stepped back to watch her work, listening to her every word.

"One," Nellie said, counting it cleanly, "we have what appears to be a religiously coded homicide inside a church. That alone is a political powder keg. Québec's relationship with the Church is fragile. There will be demands for both outrage and restraint, followed by accusations of government overreach and apathy."

She inhaled deeply.

"Two, if this is linked to extremist ideology, every intelligence service will scramble to plant jurisdictional flags. The RCMP will want counter-terrorism. The SPVM will want local control. CSIS will try to bury it entirely. Everyone will fight over the headline before they fight over the truth."

She flicked a glance at the victim again.

"And that's before we even get to... this."

Charles agreed, his admiration clear.

She was categorizing the coming hurricane.

"Do you plan to brief the Prime Minister?"

"Eventually," Nellie replied, "if we are facing a national security threat and if I can debrief him without sounding insane."

"We have a mutilated corpse, a missing crucifix, no forced entry, esoteric symbols no one I know in the federal government can translate, and a scene that feels..."

"Predatory," he supplied.

"Yes," she said. "Predatory and deliberate."

She highlighted a section of the circle on her screen.

"Which brings me to three: if this is part of a sequence, we do not control the tempo. Leduc and his accomplice orchestrated this. They've demonstrated planning, theological and arcane literacy, and emotional intelligence. This crime scene goes beyond gory theatre. They meant for this to shock Montreal, and perhaps the whole country."

She rubbed her gloved fingers together, grounding herself.

"And, most likely, a very specific individual. Either way, Ottawa cannot let this become a spectacle. If the press gets wind before we stabilize the narrative, every conspiracy theorist from Mile End to Madrid will be live-streaming bible lessons on the coming end of days and shouting about demons on TikTok."

"You said a specific individual. Who do you think it is?" Charles asked without lifting his eyes from his notes.

"Mayor Macleod."

He startled. "She knows already? How?"

"Not yet," Nellie said. "But she will very soon. And when she does, she will think in terms of civic stability, optics, and reelection cycles. Rightly so. A murder in a church is traumatic. A blasphemous murder in a church is a cultural wound."

Nellie glanced at the altar again.

"And Father Leduc seems to want wounds."

Silence settled again, heavy and braced.

"Containment," she said finally, her voice steeling into the tone that had made ministers obey and generals stand down. "Control information. Stabilize institutions. Prevent panic. Protect the public's expected reality."

She looked at the pictures of the crime scene on her screen.

"The problem is that this scene does not fit within the agreed-upon reality..."

She turned to him fully.

"I need translation and anticipatory threat modeling. I need to understand what happened here and what the suspects believe they are permitted to do next."

"I will assist you, of course," Charles said. "But understand something in return, old friend."

Her brow lifted.

"There may come a point," he continued, "where containment is not synonymous with safety, where pretending this is ordinary will only make it worse."

"I believe you," she said.

"It did not fail,"

Nellie frowned. "What didn't?"

Charles looked back at the altar: at the blank space where Christ had been.

"The summoning," he said. "At the end, he stopped drawing the circle."

"He lifted the barrier."

Charles walked to the altar.

Something still bothered him.

Magic always left something mundane behind. That was its great irony. The cosmic betrayed itself with dust.

There.

At the far right edge, half-hidden beneath the altar's lip, a narrow strip lay bare.

The cleaning had been selective. Purposeful.

Charles leaned in.

The light caught the surface strangely. Too smooth. Too exact. He reached into his briefcase and withdrew a small item wrapped in cloth: a metallic tube containing lenses, their rims etched with Latin so fine it approached filigree.

Nellie's eyes flicked to it.

"A microscope?"

Charles kept his gaze on the stone.

"Yes, Raziel's Eye. A Jesuit one."
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He held the lens over the cleaned strip and angled it into the forensic lamp.

The residue shimmered. The sort of trace dismissed as dust by anyone trained to recognize only matter.

But Charles had been trained by someone who believed matter was merely the slowest form of language.

The residue gathered like frost, no wider than a few grains of sand. Almost pearlescent.

Light warped across it. The reflection failed.

A cold certainty settled into Charles' chest.

Nellie stepped closer, careful. "What is it?" she asked.

Charles didn't answer.

Not yet.

Naming something gave it a place to stand.

He pulled a small strip of paper from his pocket—ordinary on one side, lined with a fine web of ink on the other: a micro-sigil he'd learned at seventeen in a cramped classroom full of crucifixes and threats disguised as doctrine.

He pressed the strip near the residue, not touching it, but close enough.

The paper reacted immediately.

The ink lines darkened, drinking shadow until they bled into a symbol, a single letter.

The symbol belonged to an alphabet preceding French, Latin, or even ancient Hebrew.

Just looking at it made the eyes want to blink backward.

Nellie's breath hitched.

Charles whispered, barely audible, "I knew it."

"What?" Nellie demanded, her voice controlled but sharp with need.

Charles stared at the residue.

"I was taught to look for this," he said.

Nellie's face hardened. "By Leduc?"

There was a small, reluctant nod, like admitting a wound.

Charles crouched beside the altar. Cold stone bit through his coat. He ran a gloved finger just above the faint pearlescent residue, careful not to touch it.

"Consecration," he said.

A radio crackled somewhere behind them. Footsteps shifted. The church groaned in the wind.

Charles pointed again to the shimmering trace.

"Sanctified silver dust."

Nellie frowned. "Silver?"

"Powdered relic metal, used to seal thresholds and regulate passage."

"It closes boundaries."

"And someone removed it," Nellie noted systematically.

"Yes."

The work had been clean, deliberate, and complete.

"This means the blasphemous circle was drawn to remove the church's consecration," Charles explained.

"So there was no breach," Nellie said.

"No." His gaze lifted to the dark rafters above the altar. "There was consent, an invitation."

He looked back at the residue.

"This dust tells me the seals of the Church's inaugural blessing were broken."

He met Nellie's eyes. For the first time, his voice carried conviction.

"He opened a door."
[image: ZETA CHARLES CHURCH SOLO.jpg]
A junior RCMP officer approached, hesitant.

"Maître," he said in tight French, "media vans are starting to circle the block. Someone leaked news of a death in a church."

Nellie closed her eyes for one brief, exhausted heartbeat.

"Of course they did."

When she opened them, her posture had already shifted.

"Lock down the perimeter. No statements, no speculation, no off-the-record poetry. The line is: 'Unidentified deceased male. Investigation is ongoing. Foul play suspected. No risk to the public.' Repeat it until it becomes the truth."

"Yes, ma'am."

"And quietly find the priest in charge," she added. "I want a list of who had keys, who had grudges, who had faith—and who ran out of it."

The agent nodded and vanished.

Nellie turned back to Charles.

"I'll buy us time," she said. "You give me direction."

Together, they looked again to the altar.

"Tell me, Charles,"

"Based on what you know, based on what you were taught,"

"What lies beyond this open door?"

"And should we be afraid of the person who opened it?"

Charles did not answer immediately.

He didn't want to answer the first question, his mind turning instead to Father Adrien Leduc: to devotion forged into a weapon, to hands that prayed and banished demons with equal fervor.

"No," he said at last. "He is only a man. And we defeated him once before. We have nothing to fear from him."

She sensed he was holding back.

"Still, I can tell you're afraid. Of what?"

Charles lifted his gaze to the empty space where Christ had been.

And when he spoke, his voice was deeply worried.

"Of what he summoned to Montreal."
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City Hall always felt different at night.

During the day, it was choreography: assistants moving in rehearsed patterns through the ornate corridors, journalists circling like gulls, lobbyists smiling with transactional warmth. At night, the building felt older, more honest.

It remembered when power had a spine.

Mayor Justine Macleod worked late by preference. Performance dissolved after dusk. Only hierarchy remained.

She was reviewing the late-hour incident logs when her Chief of Staff knocked once and entered without waiting.

That was their rule: if he waited, it wasn't urgent; if he didn't, events were already in motion.

He didn't take a chair.

"There has been an incident," he said.

She lifted her eyes.

"Be specific."

"A church in Rosemont: Saint-Stanislas."

In Québec, churches were more than just buildings. They were repositories of a fractured history: rebellion, shame, grief, defiance. No one felt neutral about them.

"What happened?" she asked.

"It's unconfirmed," he said, "but credible reports from the perimeter say there is a body. Positioned on the altar."

"On the altar," she repeated.

"Yes."

"Police?"

"SPVM responded first. RCMP is on site now. CSIS... well, observers, I guess, are en route."

He chose his words carefully.

"And badges from the Prime Minister's Office showed up faster than anyone should've had time to put on shoes."

"Armed agents, Madame Mayor."

Justine didn't need the name spoken aloud to know who was leading the federal charge.

Nellie Tremblay.

Of course.

A muscle ticked once in Justine's jaw, the sole reaction she permitted.

"Cause of death?"

"No official statement yet, but every whisper coming out of that crime scene uses words like—"

He searched for the right terms; the words resisted being spoken.

"—strange, disturbing, unexplainable."

Justine loathed that vocabulary.

It signaled chaos, a narrative slipping loose and running wild.

"Is it terror?" she asked.

"We don't know."

"Domestic radical?"

"We don't know."

"Organized crime sending a message?"

A grimace crossed his face.

"Nothing about this matches Russian, Chinese, or Italian signatures. And it is too disciplined for biker work or the Jamaicans."

Justine rose and crossed to the window.

Montreal stretched below, sleepless and stubborn. Winter reflections smeared across glass and the St-Lawrence River, streetlights blinking patiently. Hope moved slowly in winter.

Most of the city was still unaware of what had happened.

That was a mercy.

For a few more hours, Montreal could sleep.

"The media?" she asked.

"Sniffing around. They know someone is dead, but not how."

"How long before the 'how' leaks?"

He didn't answer.

They both knew the truths of governing in the digital age. Containment was a decaying isotope.

"What is Ottawa going to do?"

"Contain," he said. "Control. Closed-door vocabulary. Maybe classify it, depending on what they think this is."

"And the moment Ottawa whispers 'classification' over a corpse in a church," Justine said evenly, "every populist in the province gets a month of free speeches."

"Yes," he admitted.

She turned from the window.
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There it was, that expression her allies found reassuring and her enemies found terrifying: political calculation. Purely strategic. Aimed at victory and control.

"Secure lines," she commanded. "I want an RCMP briefing within the hour. If they refuse, I want SPVM. And while they argue jurisdiction, I want the name of whoever at Justice authorized federal presence."

He was already moving.

"And one more thing," she added.

"Yes, Madame Mayor?"

"Counsel Nellie Tremblay is there."

"Yes. How did you—"

"Then it isn't routine," Justine cut in.

Her Chief of Staff hesitated, then committed.

"There's also a name circulating, very quietly."

Justine's gaze sharpened. "Say the name."

"Charles Arthur."

The name landed like a slamming door, and Justine stilled.

"Charles Arthur," she repeated.

"Yes."

She closed her eyes for a heartbeat. Confirmation.

"Then this is going to be every bit as bad as I think it is."

He watched her, waiting for instructions.

"Alright. Here's our public posture."

He pulled out his iPad. The room quieted in anticipation.

"Calm, compassionate, and truly present," Justine began, her voice a soothing balm. "Acknowledge grief without feeding panic. The city is cooperating fully with provincial and federal authorities. We will safeguard our communities and our places of worship. Simple. Human."

He typed while nodding.

"Privately," she continued, "we assume it's not a one-off. We assume escalation, politicization, and kill any narratives that might become a referendum on my leadership."

She leaned forward slightly.

"So we get ahead of the story without stepping on federal toes. I want outreach ready by morning: Catholic leadership, interfaith leaders, and the civic voices people trust when they're scared."

Two of her staff opened their laptops and started to exchange muted words.

"I want to know," she added, lowering her voice for precision, "if this can be explained or if we will pretend it can be."

"Do you really think it's that kind of situation?"

Justine's voice remained even.

"I think Charles Arthur doesn't get phone calls for ordinary homicides."

The secure line buzzed.

Her Chief of Staff glanced at his watch.

"That'll be them," he said.

"Good," she replied. "Let's listen."

She laid her phone on the African blackwood desk, pressing the speaker icon.

"Mayor Macleod," Nellie Tremblay's voice came, cool and controlled—as expected.

"Counsel Tremblay," Justine said. "Tell me what I'm dealing with."

"Madame Mayor, we have a situation in a church..."

...and it won't remain contained for long." For a moment, Justine heard only the faint, electronic hum of the encrypted line.

"A deceased adult male is positioned on the altar inside Saint-Stanislas," Nellie continued. "We are treating it as homicide. Beyond that, the scene contains atypical elements."

"That's legal," Justine replied. "Make it operational."

Nellie didn't bristle; she respected authority that didn't need to raise its voice.

"The body is altered," she said. "Not in any pattern consistent with organized crime or known extremist modus operandi. There are markings, precise and intentional. Whoever did this was working from a practiced system."

Justine walked slowly back to the window, surveying her city.

Montreal straightened under her inspection.

"Is it terror?" she asked.

"No recognized signature," Nellie answered. "No manifesto. No familiar ideological language. If it's political, it's speaking in dialects our agencies cannot translate."

Justine's eyes remained fixed on the city.

"So we don't know what it is."

"I will soon. For now, we can only confirm it was planned," Nellie replied. "Disciplined and meticulous."

"And the crucifix has been removed."

Justine's head turned sharply.

"Removed," she repeated. "Not damaged."

"Removed carefully," Nellie confirmed. "Its absence was part of the design."

Justine paused, absorbing the implication.

In Québec, churches weren't touched by accident; they were touched when someone intended to make memory bleed. 
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"Who's on site?" she asked. "And how many are pretending they aren't afraid?"

"A significant percentage," Nellie admitted. "And fear may be appropriate."

"Sequence?" Justine asked.

"We have to assume there is one," Nellie said. "Which means we don't control the tempo."

Justine's Chief of Staff began typing without being told.

"This is a church," Justine said. "The province is going to bleed in public."

"Yes," Nellie replied. "History, identity, faith, culture. Québec's old wounds were opened on purpose."

"Who is leading the investigation?"

"Officially, the local police. In practice... jurisdiction is conversational. The SPVM wants it local. CSIS spooks want it to vanish. The federal apparatus is already pushing for classification language."

"And the minute Ottawa whispers 'classified' over a murder in a church," Justine said, "we hand every populist a microphone."

"Yes," Nellie agreed.

Justine inhaled deeply through her nose.

"Who leaked?"

"Unknown," Nellie said. "But it was deliberate. Media vans are—"

"Already circling," Justine finished. "Yes."

Nellie sharpened her tone.

"If this breaks wrong, it becomes spectacle: TikTok theology, rage merchants, foreign outlets fishing for Canadian rot. People will mistake click bait for reporting."

Justine concurred.

"It will be written as a story," she said, "before it is understood as an investigation."

"Yes," Nellie replied, "and whoever arranged that altar understands narrative."

Justine turned slowly from the window.

"That sentence matters," she said.

Nellie remained quiet.

"Because you didn't say they understand symbolism," Justine continued, "you said they understand narrative."

Nellie exhaled.

"Madame Mayor—"

"Do not deflect, Counselor," Justine interrupted. "Are we dealing with someone who wants to kill people, or someone who wants to govern fear?"

Nellie answered with careful honesty.

"Both," she said, "but the second goal is... cleaner, and harder to contain."

Justine nodded once, satisfied.

Then:

"And you called Charles."

Nellie didn't deny it.

"He was present," she said. "He recognized patterns we cannot. He believes—"

"That this is not the beginning," Justine finished.

"Yes."

"Translate."

"He believes the scene implies continuity, preparation, and the markings were not decoration. They were language."

Justine's eyes narrowed.

"And he understands the language."

"He does, both grammar and syntax. He was extraordinarily careful around it at the crime scene," Nellie confirmed, "and that alone makes the situation potentially catastrophic."

Justine didn't miss that phrasing.

"How contained is the information?"

"For now, the average officers know: body, church, bad. Some know it was arranged. Fewer know there were markings. None but Charles know their meaning. Containment is failing by the hour."

"Because of leaks," Justine said.

"Because of... pressure," Nellie corrected.

"Some of the officers at the scene refused to re-enter; we rotated them three times."

Her Chief of Staff stopped writing, sensing the Mayor's displeasure.

"Refused," Justine declared in a glacial tone.

Nellie knew her old friend well. She did not speak.

"You said earlier this wasn't terror," Justine continued.

"It's not ideological terror," Nellie replied.

"But you have trained officers refusing entry to a crime scene," Justine said, "in Montreal, in double-digit sub-zero cold, at night, and in a church."

Justine paused to measure her staff.

"That is terror."

Nellie didn't argue, because it was true.

Justine's tone remained calm, but something lethal entered its rhythm.

"Did Charles go in?"

"Yes," Nellie said.

"He did not refuse when you called him."

"No."

Justine nodded once, absorbing it.

"Reassign any officer who refused entry. Keep it quiet. I will not have the chief of police embarrassed only two months after I appointed him. I would share that public humiliation. As for Charles... he's our only fluent witness," she declared.

Then she looked at her Chief of Staff.

"Two statement drafts," she said. "Now add a third."

"A third?"

"A statement for mass unease," Justine said, "when people don't know what happened, but their bodies do."

He agreed, fingers already moving.

Justine turned back to the phone.

"Counsel Tremblay, I want your assessment of secondary targets."

"You're already thinking in sequence, Madame Mayor?"

"I'm thinking in governance," Justine corrected. "The church is the injury, but wounds are never the real objective."

Nellie answered without defensiveness.

"I believe the true target may be legitimacy," she said.

"Explain."

"The Church was once all-powerful in Quebec," Nellie said. "If this escalates, people will decide who they trust, and whoever orchestrated this is trying to influence that decision."

Justine's attention drifted back to Montreal's lights.

"So it's not just murder," she said. "It's an election for who controls reality."

"Yes," Nellie replied. "Exactly."

Justine's expression did not change, but her city felt the shift, anyway.

"All right," she said.

What had been confidence in her voice shifted, hardening into an unshakeable, icy conviction.

"Here's what we do."

Her Chief of Staff straightened, ready.

"Publicly, we acknowledge grief. We project competence. We use language that does not expand imagination. No poetry. No mystery."

"Agreed," Nellie said.

"Privately," Justine continued, "we treat this as an adversary with psychological intent. We build resilience infrastructure as if another event will occur: hospitals, schools, transit. Quiet readiness. No panic. No spectacle."

"Understood."

"And I want outreach prepared for Catholic leadership by sunrise before they begin speaking without us. If the Church fills the void, Ottawa will try to choke it, and then we will lose the province in a week."

Her Chief of Staff scribbled furiously.

"And Counsel Tremblay?"

"Yes."

"Keep Charles alive," Justine ordered.

"I'll do my best."

"No. Perfection."

For the first time tonight, a flicker of dark humor touched Nellie's tone.

"Yes, Madame Mayor."

The line went dead.

Justine stood in silence for a moment before speaking.

"Wake Communications," she commanded. "Tell them every sentence we speak tomorrow is a weapon."

Her Chief of Staff pointed at three staffers. They followed him to the adjacent conference room.

Outside, snow continued to fall.

Justine remained by the window.

Montreal lay beneath her, a patient unaware of its illness. The city looked peaceful in winter: soft lights, postcard-worthy snowfalls, a beauty easily mistaken for safety.

Only when she was certain her voice would not betray her did she speak.

"Come in."

The door opened without hesitation.

Her husband stepped inside.

Justine almost smiled.

Almost.

"You've heard something already?" she asked.

"I know you," he replied. "And I know that face."

The small cruelty of truth: he was right.

She didn't deny it, nor waste energy on pretense.

"Charles is here," she said.

A visible tension creased his features, betraying his concern.

"Nellie called him," he said.

"Yes."

"He's at the church?" he asked.

"Yes."

"Do you remember," he said, "the first time you met him?"

She did.

The memory arrived with startling clarity.

A long-ago evening, a kitchen table crowded with laughter, coffee, weed, something burning in the oven because no one had noticed.

Charles, impossibly young, already carrying more gravity than a man his age had any right to, sat awkwardly in a chair too nice for him to relax in.

Polite, humble, hyper-aware he was in someone else's world.

And then, five minutes later, he was arguing animatedly with Justine and Nellie about federal policies, jurisprudence, municipal autonomy, gesturing with a fork like a conductor leading l'Orchestre Symphonique de Montréal.

Justine had known instantly:

This wasn't a guest.

This was family.

"He was careful," she said. "Not with his opinions, God, no, but he was careful about being there, about taking up space. It was like he needed to earn the right to sit at my parents' table."

"Because for most of his youth," her husband said, "he was taught he needed permission to exist in rooms where rich and powerful people ate."

A single, sharp tightening of Justine's jaw betrayed her inner struggle.

"He never needed permission from me."

"I know," he said. "But it took time for him to completely believe it."

"You grew up together," Justine said, "back when your lives fit in backpacks. I trusted him because you did. And later..." She paused. "Later, I trusted him because I learned who he was."

"My oldest friend," he said. "My brother in everything but blood."

"And more than that," she replied, her voice sharpening without malice. "A man of lethal intelligence who almost broke the country."

"The man trained by Father Leduc," he said.

The statement was an indictment.

"He chose to see what he was shown," Hamza said, placing a hand on her shoulder. "He learned how to live with the parts of the world most people spend their entire lives pretending don't exist."

Justine looked up at him.

"And when a man like him is asked for help," he said, "he will always answer."

"That's what concerns me," she said, taking his hand.

"Of course it does," he replied. "You're responsible for two million people."

"And for one man whom we love like family."

Justine closed her eyes for a brief moment.

"He shouldn't be back in my city."

"I know."

"Wherever he goes..." Her voice tightened with bitter recognition. "Heads roll."

Hamza didn't dispute it.

"Powerful heads, like mine," she finished.

Resolve returned.

"I need him alive to understand and control what is coming next."

Her husband's mouth twitched with a ghost of a smile.

"Charles once told me," he said, "after we got way too drunk at a college party, that if Death ever came for him... he'd appeal the decision."

Justine gave the faintest huff of almost-laughter at the absurd bravado of young men who believed their wit made them bulletproof.

Her face settled.

The Mayor had returned.

Justine Macleod loved Montreal, her city.

Yet, a metropolis held more than just people needing 

safeguarding; it also possessed strategically valuable resources and weapons.

And Charles—dear friend, brilliant, crusading fool—was now one of them, his familiar, boisterous laugh a fading echo in her memory, a stark contrast to the silence in the room.

The snowfall thickened.

Across the city, within the desecrated walls of a church that no longer echoed with peace, Charles stared, his heart pounding, at a message written in chilling, tainted blood.

The woman in City Hall, a master strategist, was already thinking leagues ahead, figuring out how to use him as the key to saving the city she ruled.

She summoned her staff.

It would be a long night.
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Chapter 3
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Though the stone remained still and the walls did not move, Charles felt the church closing around them.

The air had become heavy and suffocating. He struggled to draw a breath. Saint-Stanislas resented their profanations, their names, and the simple human need to understand.

Nellie was speaking with an RCMP supervisor when a forensics technician approached, hesitating just long enough to signal that whatever he carried didn't fit neatly onto a form.

"Maître Tremblay... vous devriez voir ça."

He repeated his request in English.

"Counsel, you should see this."

Nellie turned, her movements efficient and controlled.

"What kind of 'this' are we talking about?"

"We were running a secondary sweep," he said. "We spotted residue during the loft sweep, expanding our search beyond the primary area."

Charles's attention sharpened instantly.

"Residue of what?" Nellie asked.

"The same viscous 'substance,' I guess, as on the altar."

That was enough.

The ladder groaned as Charles climbed.

The choir loft's temperature was arctic compared to the nave below. Dust lay thick across the wooden railing.

There were fingerprints.

The marks were sharp and unsmeared, indicating pressure.
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Someone had leaned there to watch.

Charles crouched, following the faint impressions along the rail until his phone's light caught something wrapped in cloth near the corner.

Nellie handed him a pair of plastic gloves, and he unfolded it carefully.

The crucifix.

But something was wrong.

The Christ figure had been removed.

It had been unscrewed.

Beneath where the corpus had rested, carved into the
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