
  
    Chapter 1
“Goodbye Blue Sky”
Pink Floyd


    Adrian


    I desperately scan the room for an emergency exit, but deep down, I know I won’t find one. For a few seconds, it feels like I’m trapped in a nightmare, but the chills racing through my body quickly snap me back to reality. My heart pounds erratically. I’m a prisoner, cornered by two criminals who want me dead. There’s nothing I can do. My fate is in their hands, and they won’t hesitate to make me suffer. And probably kill me.


    I’m not the only one in danger. Léa and Roxanne are also trapped. These two bastards have their guns pointed at them. They’re terrified, frozen like mice caught in the claws of a ruthless predator. Tears stream down their faces.


    Roxanne starts screaming, prompting Valens to slap her hard across the face.


    “Shut up, bitch!”


    Damn it, I’m going to destroy him. I can’t keep my cool! No, it’s impossible. I want to spit the acidic bile rising in my throat right into his disgusting face. Let him burn in hell!


    “What do we do now, Dad?” Vanessa asks Valens.


    Dad? What the hell? Valens is her father. So that’s the connection between them. This lunatic set me up. But why? I still don’t understand.


    “We’re taking them all to you-know-where.”


    Where are they taking me?


    Think, Adrian! Your life is on the line!


    My phone! I need to alert Zoé. I have to act fast. This is my chance. Vanessa moves closer to her father, whispering something I can’t make out.


    I edge back toward my desk, unlocking my phone with my thumb while keeping my eyes on them. They’re still whispering, but whatever they’re plotting, Zoé needs to know I’m in danger. I glance at my phone discreetly and tap on Zoé’s missed call. She tried to reach me. She’s worried. I should already be at her dance studio.


    I quickly slip the phone into my leather jacket pocket and act as if nothing’s wrong.


    “Stop moving, you!” Vanessa barks at Léa, glaring daggers at her.


    Vanessa clamps a hand over Léa’s mouth and waves her gun in my direction. I lock eyes with her, my gaze filled with contempt and fury. She won’t win. No, it can’t end like this. I’ll find a way out of this mess. I have to think, but all I have to defend myself is a pathetic pocketknife in my jacket.


    I clench my jaw and fists, then turn my head toward that scumbag Valens. He lets out a booming laugh before fixing his cold, rage-filled stare on me.


    “Let’s finish them off quickly,” he growls in a deep, gravelly voice.


    What are they planning to do to us? I need to understand why they’re doing this. I don’t want to die without knowing why they hate us so much. Damn it! No! I’m not going to die. I’ll find a way.


    Zoé… my love. Your beautiful face suddenly fills my mind. I wish this were just a bad joke. Will I ever see you again? I want you here with me, holding me in your arms. I want to feel your cherry-flavored kisses, your soft, velvety skin scented with my body wash. I want you to whisper “I love you” in my ear and make me shiver with your daring caresses. I want to lose myself in your sweetness, your madness, your zest for life. I want you to tell me this is just a nightmare, a figment of my imagination. There’s so much I still want to share with you. I want you to be the woman of my life. Tonight, I’m no longer afraid of the word “marriage.” I must be crazy. No, I’m crazy about you. You’re the person I love most in this world. How will you cope if I die? No, no, no! My fate isn’t sealed in darkness tonight. Death won’t take me today. I’ve done nothing wrong. I’m not a venomous snake like him.


    Come on, Adrian, think!


    “What’s your problem? What do you want from us?” I shout, glaring at him. “How did you fake those photos? I never did anything like that. I’m not a scumbag like you.”


    It feels like molten lava is pouring down my throat.


    “I didn’t fake those photos. And now, you’re going to pay for the harm you’ve caused.”


    What is he talking about? This guy must be drunk or high; it’s the only explanation. I never slept with Roxanne’s sister, and he’s the one who hurt me by sleeping with the woman I was supposed to marry. And yet I’m the villain here! The world’s gone mad. I’m starting to feel like I’m in some twisted prank. Am I like poor Truman Burbank, played by Jim Carrey in The Truman Show, trapped in a reality show without my knowledge? Damn it! I wish someone would yell “Cut!” or whisper in my ear to take out the psychopath and the traitor standing before me. If only… But I know this isn’t a dream. It’s all real. Valens and his daughter are going to kill me for reasons I can’t fathom.


    I scream, “You forget that you’re the one who ruined my life. Why are you pretending to be the victim?”


    I laugh bitterly, running a hand through my hair. I tug at my strands, my face burning with anger.


    “You destroyed my wife’s and son’s lives. Now you’re going to pay.”


    I stare at him in disbelief, pointing a finger at my chest.


    “Me? I destroyed your wife’s and son’s lives? How? I don’t even know them.”


    “No, you’re right. You never spoke to them, and you never will because they took their own lives because of you.”


    He glares at Roxanne.


    “And it’s your fault too, you little slut.”


    He’s insane! Yes, this man is insane.


    “You’re kidding me. Tell me this is a joke,” I shout, raising a hand in exasperation.


    Vanessa steps closer, pressing her gun to my temple, a belligerent glint in her eyes. I swallow hard, silently praying she doesn’t pull the trigger.


    “A joke?” she repeats. “Don’t you remember what happened ten years ago, to the day?”


    I frown, staring at her.


    “What am I supposed to remember? I was in high school back then. We didn’t even know each other.”


    “No, but your actions led my brother and mother to kill themselves.”


    My actions? Sure, I’ve done stupid things—vandalizing public monuments, burning mopeds, ringing doorbells for fun—but causing two people’s deaths? That’s insane! I was just learning to drive back then, and as far as I know, I never hit anyone. Should I call Seb to jog my memory? If only I could tell him I’m in danger…


    “The biggest mistake I ever made was sleeping with you a few months ago.”


    She grits her teeth and spits in my face. My eyes instinctively close. I reopen them, wiping her disgusting spit off my face.


    “You make me sick, you bastard.”


    My heart races as she presses the gun harder against my temple.


    “Calm down, Vanessa,” Valens shouts. “It’s not his time yet. He deserves to suffer before we turn him to ashes.”


    He steps back toward the door, wrapping an arm around Roxanne’s waist. She sobs, her tears blinding her.


    “Alright… you can come in now,” he says, glancing toward the entrance.


    The silence that follows only amplifies the panic consuming me. A man steps into view. He looks familiar. I feel like I’ve seen him before, but maybe my mind is playing tricks on me. Tall, broad-shouldered, with dark hair tied in a ponytail, a pencil mustache, and a pale complexion that makes his dark eyes stand out. A scar runs down his cheek, and he’s dressed in a navy pinstripe suit with polished black shoes. He looks like a damn mobster.


    “Tie his hands,” Valens orders him.


    Vanessa steps aside to let the man pass. He glares at me with eyes burning with a wild intensity. I’m screwed. Valens and Léa keep their guns trained on me. I have no choice but to comply. I have to admit, this is bad. I’m going to die. And I’ll never see my tigress again.


    Goodbye blue sky, and hello darkness.


    


  Chapter 10
“Sur la route”
De Palmas


  Zoé


  Seb’s phone starts ringing.


  “It’s Juliette,” he says, handing me his phone.


  Hallelujah! We’ve been driving around Paris for ten minutes with no sign of Adrian. Let’s hope his sister has good news. I silently pray for someone to tell me they’ve found him alive!


  I miss you, Adrian!


  My hand trembling, I answer:


  “Hello, Juliette? Please tell me he’s with you,” I blurt out, my heart pounding.


  I’m so anxious I can barely swallow. My throat feels blocked.


  “I don’t have him yet.”


  “No!” I scream, ready to throw the phone across the car.


  Seb pulls over to the side of the road and pulls the handbrake. He turns to look at me, alarmed. Alicia mirrors his expression.


  Calm down, Zoé! Breathe in and slowly exhale. Everything will be fine, right? This can’t end badly, can it? Things like this only happen in movies. Because honestly, this feels straight out of a thriller.


  “But we’re on their trail,” Juliette says. “We tracked his phone. The cops are on their way to the location.”


  I need to know where he is!


  “We’re doing our best, and I’m heading there too.”


  “Where is he?”


  “We tracked him to the Montmorency Forest, but I’d advise you not to go there. It could be dangerous.”


  I don’t care if it’s dangerous. I have to go.


  I pull the phone away from my ear and shout to Seb:


  “Montmorency Forest! Hurry, Seb!”


  He frowns at me.


  “That far? It’s at least a half-hour drive. What the hell could they be doing out there?”


  “I don’t know, but just go… drive!”


  I put the phone back to my ear. My God, I’m burning up!


  “Okay, thanks, Juliette.”


  “Don’t go. You’ll put yourself in danger.”


  “I’m sorry… I can’t just sit here and do nothing.”


  And I hang up before she can tell me not to go again. It doesn’t matter if I’m putting myself in danger because, honestly, I couldn’t live without my troublemaker. He needs me, and I’ll do whatever it takes to save him.


  We’re halfway there, and every minute feels like an hour. The car is silent. Seb’s driving is a bit reckless, but I don’t care. The important thing is that we get there before Valens does any more harm. My stomach is in knots, and I constantly feel like I’m about to throw up.


  Seb’s phone hasn’t rung since Juliette told me where Adrian is. I don’t know if that’s a good sign, but I tell myself nothing has happened in the meantime. Adrian is alive. Yes… he’s alive, and I’m going to find him.


  We’ve arrived at the forest, but it’s so vast that it feels like searching for a needle in a haystack.


  Seb is still driving at a crazy speed while Alicia and I peer out the windows, scanning for any clue that might lead us to Valens. Montmorency Forest stretches across a series of hills, home to preserved flora and fauna where people often come to stroll. Right now, I don’t see anyone, and I assume Valens has found a secluded spot to carry out his revenge. But where? It’s maddening.


  I call Juliette. I know she won’t be happy, but I don’t care. I figure the more people we have, the better our chances of rescuing Adrian. I hope the patrol is already on-site and has managed to apprehend Valens. But it doesn’t seem very likely.


  No, Zoé, don’t imagine crazy things! He’s alive! He’s alive! He’s alive!


  Juliette answers.


  “Tell me you’ve found him, Juliette. He’s with you, isn’t he?”


  “No, Zoé. He’s not with me, he…”


  “Then where is he?”


  I shout so loudly I feel like I’ve torn my vocal cords. Any louder, and the windows might have shattered.


  “I don’t know yet, but you shouldn’t be there. Valens is probably armed. Stay where you are.”


  Is she kidding? There’s no way I’m giving up my search!


  “No, Juliette! No, I can’t. I have to…”


  I stop mid-sentence when I spot two black cars. Two black sedans parked near a small wooden bridge. Behind them is a police car. This is it! He’s here! My troublemaker, I’m coming! I’m sure one of those cars belongs to that bastard who wants to hurt my love.


  “Stop, Seb! Adrian must be there!”


  I point to the parking lot with the parked cars.


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yes,” I confirm. “I know Valens is here. The cops are here too.”


  Seb spins the car around so fast I’m thrown to the other side of the back seat. A little more, and I’d have ended up in the front. Okay, fine, it’s my fault—I forgot to buckle up.


  “Juliette, it’s fine,” I exclaim. “We’re here.”


  “Stay in the car!”


  I hang up. Adrian often told me I was stubborn, and I admit he wasn’t wrong. But right now, his life is at stake, and even as tears stream down my cheeks, I can’t help but smile because I’m sure he’ll punish my risky behavior with a few spankings. Yes, I’ve been reckless. But anyone would be as crazy as I am to save the person they love most in the world.


  Adrian, I love you, and soon you’ll be in my arms!


  


  Chapter 11
“Crache ton venin”
Téléphone


  Adrian


  We’ve been trudging through the forest for a few minutes now. The silence is heavy, filled with dread and panic. Only the crunch of leaves underfoot and the occasional birdsong break the oppressive atmosphere.


  No one. No, there’s no one around. We’re three victims caught in the clutches of several thugs. Vanessa leads the way while the scar-faced mafioso brings up the rear. As for Valens, he’s right next to me, his eyes never leaving us, his phone glued to his ear. I only catch snippets of “OK” or orders he gives Vanessa, directing her which path to take.


  I had a glimmer of hope earlier when I spotted a police car, but to my great regret, they didn’t stop. Where are they taking us? I don’t know this forest well. It’s so vast. The only landmark I can recall is the Château de la Chasse, a castle in the heart of the forest surrounded by two ponds. My parents took me there when I was about ten, and I remember taking a lot of photos. Even as a kid, I was already passionate about ­photography.


  As we walk, my thoughts drift to my little tigress. She must be beside herself. I’m sure she’s searching for me and has alerted the authorities. If she’s done everything right, she must have called Juliette first and explained all the misfortunes that have befallen us since November. And if she went back to the studio, she might have seen the note and the photo.


  I rack my brain. When could I have been alone with Émily, Roxanne’s sister? It’s absurd. I never spoke to her intimately. I’d remember if I’d slept with her. The first time I saw her was in a pub where Zoé was performing in a boxing ring. She was drunk and warned me about rumors involving Valens and Léa. That probably means she was trying to alert me to that monster’s scheming. That bastard!


  That night, I tried to win over my tigress by attempting to kiss her, and in return, she bit my lip. A smile creeps onto my face just thinking about it. My little tigress! And not long after, she softened up and stayed in my arms—until that fateful day when Léa showed up to announce she was pregnant with my child. Now that I’m uncovering some of Valens’ schemes, I’m convinced that child isn’t mine. He must have wanted to ruin my life. That man is poison, a shark, a filthy bastard.


  “This way, Vanessa,” Valens calls out, pointing to the right.


  We follow her, walking until we reach a bridge. In the distance, I spot a man standing guard, wearing a cap and dark clothes. He approaches us quickly and whispers something into Vanessa’s ear. I don’t know who he is. I’ve never seen him before.


  Vanessa nods and then turns to her father:


  “There’s no one around. We can take care of them.”


  “OK,” he replies, grabbing Léa’s arm roughly.


  Léa sobs and starts screaming:


  “You’re a pathetic bastard, a filthy scumbag! You deserve to die!”


  Valens turns crimson with rage. He glares at her with a deep scowl, his eyes black as ebony, then punches her in the face, hurling vile insults at her. The blow is so violent that blood trickles from one of her nostrils. I clench my jaw to keep from losing my temper.


  “Shut up, you little brat! You’re going to get us into trouble!”


  He grabs her chin in his hand and stares intensely into her eyes.


  “I don’t want to have to use my gun on you, so I’d keep quiet if I were you.”


  Tears stream down her face. She opens her mouth and screams:


  “At this point, you might as well use it! Go ahead, kill me! Make yourself happy, you bastard! One day, you’ll pay for what you’ve done!”


  He lets go of her chin and glares at her like a madman, but Léa doesn’t seem ready to back down.


  “I hope someone makes you suffer the way you’ve made me suffer. You drugged me and beat me to unleash the black rage that’s been eating away at you for years. You made my life a living hell, and I want everyone to know it before I die. I want to prove that I was innocent in all of this. You used me to get information about Adrian’s life and trapped me by taking nude photos of me.”


  She laughs bitterly and continues:


  “And through it all, I had no choice but to stay silent, or you would have punished me by spreading those photos online, to my family, or maybe even the whole world… I’m sure you’d have done it just to ruin me completely.”


  What? Is that how he kept Léa under his control? By taking nude photos of her while she was drugged?


  Léa turns her tear-filled eyes to me and suddenly confesses through a sob, her lips trembling:


  “Adrian… you’re not the father of my child. He told me to say that to make your life a living hell. He’s the father. He’s the one who got me pregnant and didn’t want the baby. He wanted to destroy your relationship.”


  My heart races. I always suspected it, but I’m relieved to hear her say it out loud.


  I whisper a “thank you” to her. Yes, I thank her for telling me the truth before death takes me. I’m also ready to tell her I’m sorry for not believing her when she warned me she was in danger, but Valens slaps her again, knocking her to her knees.


  “Will you shut up already?” he snaps, kicking her legs.


  “No! I want him to know everything!” she screams, trying to get up.


  Unfortunately, she can’t, but that doesn’t stop her from continuing:


  “You cheated on me countless times, you tortured me, and you also drugged Emily, taking tons of photos of her. Nude, too. You did the same thing to her as you did to me, and her silence was the only way to keep her from being killed. Tell Adrian that you manipulated him and orchestrated a plan by taking those photos to ruin his happiness.”


  What? How could all this have happened without me realizing it? It’s Vanessa! Yes, it’s Vanessa! She drugged me, and that’s why I couldn’t remember anything when Seb would come to pick me up off the street during my benders. That bitch!


  Léa turns to me:


  “Don’t hate me, Adrian. I was lost. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t want to destroy your relationship, but I just needed help. I regret hurting you, betraying you. At one point, I thought we could patch things up, but I saw that you really loved that girl. I wanted to tell you everything, but he was always watching me. I thought I could confess everything to you the day of my delivery when you came to pick me up, but you didn’t seem to be on my side, and besides, he was behind us. He was following us, and I had to stay silent, or my baby’s life would have been at stake.”


  He was following us? Damn it! I didn’t even notice. I’m so shocked that I can’t find the words. This hurts more than I could have ever imagined. I never thought he had orchestrated this entire scheme.


  “Forgive me, Adrian!”


  “I…” I begin to say. “I…”


  My words catch in my throat as Vanessa, red with fury, storms toward us. She pulls a gun from her jumpsuit in a flash and points it at Léa. Oh, shit! Her eyes blaze yellow with rage.


  “You talk too much. Get lost!”


  She aims for Léa’s heart and pulls the trigger, wearing a satisfied smile.


  


  Chapter 12
Bleeding Love
Leona Lewis


  Valens Grégoire
Three and a half years earlier, in winter.


  I feel like I’m finally living again since I opened my agency in Paris. First of all, my daughter is starting to open up to the outside world, and that makes me smile. She’s been back in school for two months now and has made a few friends. She still doesn’t know what she wants to do with her life, but going back to school is a good thing for her. It’ll help her brood less and try to push the past to the back of her mind. Of course, we think about it every day, but we have to move forward. Life doesn’t stop here for us. We have to be strong.


  Secondly, I have a small agency that’s running like clockwork. I have a competent staff who are happy to work for me. Three charming women who brighten my days with their good spirits. Especially one: Léa. She’s been occupying my thoughts for over six months now, but nothing has happened between us yet. To be fair, I’ve been busy managing my agency and keeping an eye on my daughter to make sure she doesn’t do anything reckless again. Her last self-harm attempt was on her mother’s birthday, five months ago. I thought she was going to die that day. She had deliberately banged her head against a wall several times and slashed both her arms with shards of glass, losing a lot of blood. That landed her in the hospital for several weeks.


  I had her see a psychologist for a few years, but for now, she doesn’t want to open up to him anymore. That day, she realized she had gone too far, and since then, she hasn’t tried to commit such acts of violence against herself again. I think school is doing her a lot of good, but I admit I’m never at ease when she’s not with me. I hope she never hurts herself again. She’s young and still has her whole life ahead of her. And I need her too, to overcome my grief and the loneliness that weighs on me.


  Christmas is fast approaching, and I’ve decided to close the agency for a week to spend as much time as possible with my daughter. I’ve rented a chalet in Chamonix. I’m planning to introduce her to the charming resort and the joys of winter sports. But before that, I’ve decided to ask Léa out for a drink. I hope she’ll say yes. I want to get to know her better. It might not be the best idea to set my sights on an employee, but I only have eyes for her. No other woman interests me. This woman amazes me, and on top of that, she does excellent work.


  I check my watch. In a few minutes, it’ll be 2 PM, the time when my employees are supposed to show up for work. I put on my long black coat and a hat, then step out of the agency. It’s chilly. The temperatures have dropped significantly over the past few days.


  I light a cigarette and take a few steps to warm up. I’m thinking about how I’ll ask Léa to have a drink with me. I know she likes me, but mainly because I’m a boss who listens and constantly tells her that her work is excellent. Maybe I could just tell her I want to get to know her outside of work. I don’t see what would be wrong with that. I’m not going to pounce on her on our first date. I’m courteous, after all. My parents raised me well. Yes, I’ll ask her without beating around the bush, and we’ll see what she says. However, my face falls when I look ahead. Apparently, I wasn’t fast enough. Léa has already found a man who makes her happy. Her arms are wrapped around his neck, and she’s kissing him like a teenager savoring her first kiss. He looks young. Yes, he’s much younger than me. He has slightly messy brown hair and is dressed in a black leather jacket and faded dark blue jeans.


  I keep watching them discreetly while smoking my cigarette. I should have asked her out the first time we met. I didn’t seize my chance quickly enough. He was faster than me. It’s him, the man who suddenly makes me feel nauseous when I see his face. I recognize him. Him, that bastard who ruined my son’s life. Him, who caused his death. Adrian Legrand.


  Léa glances in my direction and gives me her brightest smile. I return a completely fake one, toss my cigarette to the ground, and crush it furiously before heading back into the agency. However, she calls out to me, stopping me in my tracks:


  “Mr. Valens, wait!”


  Léa grabs her lover’s hand and crosses the street. Her cheeks are rosy, and her hair is lifted by the wind. She presses a hand to one side of her head to keep it from blowing around.


  “Let me introduce you to Adrian Legrand, a photographer at Rebel’photo.”


  No need for introductions; I already know plenty about this scumbag. I’d love to tell him what I think of him, but I’ll be polite and civil.


  “Hello,” I say, offering him my hand.


  “Hello,” he replies, shaking it firmly. “Pleased to meet you.”


  Yeah, right!


  “We’ve spotted a place in the 9th arrondissement, and we’d like to know if it’s possible to visit it,” Léa says.


  They don’t waste time. How long have they been together? Two weeks? A month at most? Léa never mentioned she had someone in her life. Why rush things? She’d be better off with someone like me, loaded with money, who could make her life happier. She could have everything she wants.


  “Of course, feel free,” I say before taking a step toward the agency.


  “Thank you, Mr. Valens, you’re so kind.”


  Me, kind? She doesn’t know me well enough. My life changed after my wife and son died. I’m not the man I used to be. Sooner or later, the tables will turn in my favor, and her little bastard will get the punishment he deserves. I’ll win Léa over, and I’ll make him pay for all the harm he’s done to me.


  


  Chapter 13
“Un ange dans le ciel”
Kool Shen


  Adrian


  I’m stiff as a board, frozen from head to toe. A silence has just fallen.


  I knew our time was running out, but I never thought Vanessa would shoot Léa so soon. Léa isn’t moving anymore. She’s sprawled on the ground, her head on the gravel. Blood. It’s everywhere. She’s dead. Dead! Dead! Dead! Bloody hell! I’m in shock. Petrified. My time will come in a few minutes. It’s all over for me. If I run, they’ll kill me. If I stay, they’ll kill me. If I speak, they’ll kill me. So I’m doomed. No matter what I do, they’ll kill me! I’m already dead!


  Valens glares at his daughter, grabs her arm violently, and yells at her:


  “That wasn’t part of the plan! You’re going to get us into trouble!”


  “She was talking too much! She was starting to piss me off. At least that’s one less to deal with.”


  She shakes her arm free, her eyes blazing with rage.


  “Let me handle the other two. We need it to look like they killed themselves, not that someone murdered them. I don’t want anyone coming after us. Got it?”


  Vanessa doesn’t seem to agree. She furrows her brow and shakes her head. She looks like a spoiled brat throwing a tantrum.


  “I want them to suffer. I want them to understand they destroyed our lives. I want them to go to hell right now!”


  Her last words escalate, almost making me jump.


  She shoots me a murderous glare.


  “They’ll kill themselves, sweetheart,” Valens says in a calm, composed voice, stroking her cheek. “And then we’ll leave this place as planned. You’ll have everything you want. I promise. Okay?”


  She doesn’t answer but eventually nods, her gaze still locked on mine.


  “Alright. I’ll take care of the rest. Stay calm and don’t use your gun anymore. Put it away.”


  Valens nods at the scarred thug, signaling him to come over. The man obeys like a loyal dog.


  “Hide the body somewhere. Get rid of it quickly. No one can see this,” he says, waving dismissively at the corpse.


  The thug complies, grabbing Léa’s hands and dragging her like an old, worn-out sack toward a path on the right. I close my eyes to avoid witnessing the macabre scene. Okay, I hated Léa, but I never wished for her death. No! Never! And now I want to destroy these bastards and give them a taste of their own medicine, but I know it would be pointless. There are four of them, and they’re armed. I’m tied up and at their mercy. I wish I could spit the burning lava rising in my throat right into their damned faces. I will. Yes, I’ll crush them, but I’m waiting for the right moment; otherwise, that lunatic will pull the
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