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Excuse me !


I'm Alex Serval, the author of this book. Since I'm French (yes, I know, nobody's perfect !), the original text was written in French and then translated using artificial intelligence. I then had to correct the translated text, because these "intelligences" aren't all that intelligent.

Since I only speak a little English and American English, and I don't have the financial means to have it professionally proofread (and yet I wish I did !), I can't do any better.

So I hope you'll forgive any small errors that may have slipped in, and that my writing will make you dream, escape, and dream - that's my goal.

And no doubt this book will soon be adapted for film, TV, or the internet on Netflix, Disney, or Amazon Prime ! That's MY dream !

Alex Serval


If you have any suggestions for corrections, please don't hesitate to share them... Thank you.
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To tell the truth or not ? Not just between us - I already discussed that in " Jazz Scry : Book V " - but on the scale of an organization, a company, or a country. 

For a company, telling the truth is only possible internally, and only about money. For everything else, we cheat, we try to justify things, we lie, and the examples are numerous, from advertisements to scandals (see www.alexserval.top). I've listed a few. 

For countries, it's even worse. There's So and so who takes certain nationalities hostage to gain advantages from their nations. Meanwhile, What's his name uses commando operations to destabilize organizations that refuse to cooperate. 

Finally, there's What's - his - name who possesses a gigantic arsenal and threatens to use it if we don't do as he pleases. Or his equivalent who threatens to cut off essential services and deliveries of goods. 

Search online and on my website ; there's still a lot of work to be done to make this world what it deserves to be : pleasant. 



Alex Serval
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Dedication
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Dedicated to those who are aware of what can and cannot be done/said and who do not hesitate

to denounce actions contrary to our values or the interests of our community. 



Their past and future sacrifices of their comfort, their careers,

their security

,and even their lives... 



This book is dedicated to the memory of whistleblowers, past and future, who have sacrificed themselves or will sacrifice themselves to make our civilization even better and more respectable... 



And thus give this world hope of being a better place to live. 



Alex Serval
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Chapter 01  : Breakfast.
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The rare October sunlight filtered through the kitchen curtains, casting golden stripes across the breakfast table. Sophie, in her thirties, with shoulder length chestnut hair and light-coloured eyes, hummed softly as she prepared the coffee. She was dressed in white sweatpants that accentuated her slim waist, and she was singing that song she simply couldn't get out of her head every morning for the past few weeks. « Their song, » as Leo liked to say in English to tease her. 


- Nataé, your bowl !


she called toward the hallway. 


- You’re going to be late !


A groan answered her. Eleven years old, the age when getting out of bed becomes an Olympic event. Leo, slightly taller than average, with black hair, was already dressed in his grey suit and pink shirt. He put on his glasses and sat at the kitchen counter, his tablet resting beside his coffee, though he wasn’t looking at it. 

Instead, he was staring at the framed photograph on the shelf by the window, the one of the Mean Ruz Lighthouse. Sophie followed his gaze and smiled. 


- Thinking about our little getaway again 


She asked, placing a hand on his shoulder. He started slightly, as though pulled from a deep daydream. Then he took her hand and brought it to his lips. 


- Always. It was... our place.


There was something in his voice. An unusual gravity. Sophie tilted her head. 


- Are you okay 

- Yes, yes. Just... tired. A report about our upcoming partnership on the ‘Rance Valley’ project is stressing me out a bit.


Nataé burst into the kitchen, hair tousled, sweatshirt inside out, but at least his jeans were on the right way. 


- Dad, can you help me with my math homework tonight 

- Promise, champ. As soon as I get home.


Sophie set a bowl of cereal in front of her son and ruffled his hair. 


- And did you remember to pack your sports bag ? You’ve got basketball this afternoon.

- Mom !


Nataé groaned, pulling away, embarrassed by the display of affection. 


And turn your sweatshirt the right way around !


Nataé tugged at his collar. Sure enough, the label was on the wrong side. Leo stood up and glanced at the clock on the refrigerator. He grabbed his jacket from the back of the chair, but before leaving, he walked over to the old upright piano in the corner of the living room, visible from the kitchen. 

With the tips of his fingers, he brushed the keys without pressing them, as if searching for a silent melody. Then he turned to Sophie. 


- Do you remember the first time I played for you ? On Bréhat Island, that summer 


Sophie laughed softly. 


- Bréhat Island. You played that melody on the chapel organ, and then you...


She said, holding up the wedding ring on her finger. 


- We were so caught up in the moment that we never saw the storm coming.


Leo finished the memory. 


- And we ended up soaked on the way back to the hotel !

- Completely drenched, even though the sun was shining ! The joys of Brittany !


She replied, stepping closer to him. 

He wrapped his arms around her and held her longer than usual. Sophie could feel his heart beating against hers. 


- I love you, Sophie. Whatever happens, remember that, okay ? Remember us.

- Leo, you’re worrying me. What’s really going on 


He stepped back and gently stroked her cheek. 


- Nothing. I’m just... feeling sentimental this morning.


He walked over to Nataé and ruffled his hair as well. 


- Be good, champ. Listen to your mother.

- You’re one to talk,


Nataé shot back with a crooked grin. Leo kissed him on the forehead, then headed toward the door. Nataé never looked up from his phone. Standing on the threshold, Leo turned back one last time. 

He looked at them with pride, and his gaze lingered on Sophie, intense, as though he wanted to engrave the moment into his memory. 

Then he smiled. The very smile that had made Sophie fall in love with him fifteen years earlier. 


- See you tonight.


The door closed softly behind him. Sophie returned to her cup of coffee, still warm and comforting. Through the window, she watched him get into his car. He raised a hand toward the window, one last gesture. 

She waved back, smiling. She did not know it yet, but... 
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Chapter 02  : Collapse.
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That afternoon, Sophie was arranging chocolate cookies on a plate when the doorbell rang. 

3 : 20 p.m. 

Too early for Nataé. She glanced through the kitchen window. A black luxury car had just parked in front of the house. She didn't recognize the vehicle. 

The bell rang again. She wiped her hands on her apron and went to answer the door. The man standing on the doorstep appeared to be in his fifties, dark haired with greying temples, broad shouldered, wearing black rimmed glasses and an immaculate dark suit. His features were drawn with fatigue. He seemed hesitant. 


- Mrs. Martin ? Sophie Martin 

- Yes... I recognize you.

- We've met before at Arès∞GenTech. I'm Marc Delvaux. The... I'm one of the company's directors and, more specifically, a close friend of your husband, Leo.


A cold shiver ran down her spine. There was something in the way he had said « your husband ». Present tense, but with hesitation. 


- Leo ? What's happened ? Is he alright 


Marc Delvaux lowered his eyes for a fraction of a second and in that brief instant, Sophie knew. She knew before he even spoke. Her heart began to race. Her legs felt unsteady. 


- May I come in he asked softly. 

- No. Tell me. Tell me now !


He took a deep breath. 


- There was an accident. This morning, around 9 : 30. On County Road 117. A car accident. I'm... I'm terribly sorry, Mrs. Martin. Leo didn't survive.


The world tilted. Sophie heard the words, but they made no sense. They floated in the air, foreign and impossible. 

« Leo didn't survive. »

No, no, that wasn't possible. He had left that morning. He had said, See you tonight. He had promised Nataé he would help with his homework. 


- No,


She whispered. 


- No, you've made a mistake. Leo... Leo is at the office. He has a presentation. He...

- Mrs. Martin...


Marc reached toward her, but she stepped back, shaking her head violently. 


- No ! You've got the wrong person, not him ! Leo drives carefully. He... he can't...


Her voice broke. The tears came all at once, hot and blinding. Her legs gave way. She grabbed the doorframe, but the floor seemed to vanish beneath her feet. 

Marc caught her before she fell and guided her inside, toward the sofa. She collapsed onto it, her body wracked by sobs rising from the deepest part of her soul. 


- I'm sorry,


Marc kept repeating. 


- So very sorry.


He remained standing a short distance away, his hands clasped before him. His eyes discreetly swept across the room, the photographs on the walls, Leo's desk in the corner of the living room, the briefcase near the entrance. 

Sophie didn't notice. She saw nothing anymore. Only Leo's face that morning. His smile. The way his eyes had lingered on her. 

« Whatever happens, remember that. 
Remember us. »

My God. He knew. He knew something. 


- What... what happened 


she finally managed between two gasping sobs. Marc sat down in the armchair opposite her, elbows resting on his knees, looking devastated. 


- According to the police, the driver of a truck lost control of the vehicle at an intersection. The truck struck Leo's car and crushed it against another truck that was stopped on the opposite side of the road. His car was literally torn in half. They told me he didn't have time to realize what was happening or to suffer.


Sophie pressed her hands over her mouth to stifle a scream. 

« He didn't have time to realize what was happening or to suffer. »

As if that changed anything. As if it made it any less monstrous. 


- But... but why ? Leo knows that road by heart. He drives it every day. How... 

- I don't know, Mrs. Martin. Investigators will examine the vehicles. Perhaps a mechanical failure, or...


He let the sentence trail off, watching Sophie carefully. Was he looking for something ? A particular reaction ? 


- Did Leo mention anything unusual recently 


he asked after a silence. 


- Did he seem worried ? Concerned 


Sophie looked up at him, her eyes red and swollen. 


- Why are you asking me that 

- To be honest, these past few days at work he seemed distant from both the team and me. I thought perhaps he had personal problems he hadn't discussed.

- No. Everything was fine. Everything was...


Her voice broke again. How could she say everything was fine when Leo was dead ? How could she already speak of him in the past tense ? The wall clock struck three times. 

3 : 30 p.m. 

In twenty minutes, she had to pick up Nataé from school. 


- Oh no... Nataé !


How was she going to tell him ? How could she possibly find the words to tell her eleven-year-old son that his father would never come home again ? She jumped to her feet, seized by panic. 


- I have to... I have to get my son. I need to...

- I can drive you,


Marc offered, rising as well. 


- You're not in any condition to

- No !


The word burst out too sharply, too violently. Marc frowned slightly. Sophie collected herself and wiped her eyes. 

- Sorry. I mean... I need to be alone. To think about how... how to tell him.

Marc nodded slowly. He pulled a business card from his pocket and placed it on the coffee table. 


- I understand. But please know you're not alone, Mrs. Martin. You're part of the Arès∞GenTech family. Everyone appreciated Leo, and if you need anything at all, don't hesitate. Truly.


He paused before adding : 


- The funeral arrangements, administrative matters, housing, if necessary, your professional situation... we'll help you and your son. It's the very least we can do.


Sophie nodded mechanically, unable to answer. She simply wanted him gone. Out of her house. To stop looking at her with that sympathy that made her feel sick. Marc seemed to understand instinctively. He headed toward the door, then turned back one last time. 


- One more thing, Mrs. Martin. Do you think Leo kept any company documents here ? Any Arès∞GenTech files ? For confidentiality reasons, we need to inventory his work materials. I hope you understand.


Sophie stared at him, still numb from the shock. 


- Yes... I don't know. I don't think so. I'll check later, if that's alright 

- Of course. Don't worry about that.


Marc reassured her with a smile that never reached his eyes. 


- Don't concern yourself with it now. We can discuss it later.


The door closed behind him. Sophie remained standing motionless in the middle of the living room, trembling. The silence was deafening. On the kitchen table, the plate of cookies still waited. The apron remained tied around her waist life went on, indifferent, obscene, but Leo was dead. 

And somewhere deep inside her, a small voice kept insisting that something wasn't right. Marc's questions. 

Even the first time she had met him, she hadn't trusted him. His probing gaze. The way he had brought up company documents when she had only just learned that her husband was dead. 

She pushed the thought away. It was the shock, the grief. She wasn't thinking clearly. She had to go pick up Nataé. She had to tell him that his father was never coming back. 

With trembling hands, she picked up her keys and stepped out into the afternoon, which suddenly felt hostile and cold despite the winter sun shining brightly above, completely indifferent to her collapse. 
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Chapter 03  : Impossible Words.
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Sophie had left the school. She had driven without thinking, her hands clenched tightly around the steering wheel, her gaze vacant. When she saw the sign for the municipal park, she turned instinctively. Not home. She couldn't tell him there. 

Not in the house where they had laughed together that very morning. Not where Leo had promised to help Nataé with his homework that evening. 

Nataé had climbed into the car wearing his usual smile, his sports bag tossed onto the back seat. 


- Hi, Mom ! Coach says my dribbling is getting better. Did you know that.


He stopped when he saw her face. 


- Mom ? Are you okay 

- Yes, sweetheart. We're going to make a little detour, alright 


Now they were sitting on a bench facing the pond. Ducks glided across the water. A jogger passed in the distance. The world kept moving, indifferent. Nataé swung his legs absentmindedly, looking vaguely concerned. He fiddled with the zipper of his jacket. 


- Is it because of school ? I didn't do anything, I swear. Well... I forgot my French notebook, but...

- No, sweetheart. It's not school.


Sophie took a deep breath. The words refused to come. How do you say the unspeakable ? How do you avoid breaking your child's heart ? She took Nataé's hand in hers. It was warm, slightly damp. A child's hand. 


- Nataé, I need to tell you something. Something very difficult.


The boy stopped swinging his legs. His expression became serious, almost wary. 


- What 

- It's about Dad.

- Dad ? What's wrong with him 


Sophie felt the tears rising again. 

« Stay strong. You have to be strong for him. »


- There was... an accident this morning. A car accident.


Nataé frowned. 


- An accident ? Like, he dented the car ? Is he going to get in trouble 

- No, sweetheart. It was... a serious accident.

- How serious 


His voice rose slightly. A note of fear crept into it. Sophie squeezed his hand more tightly. 


- Very serious. Dad was hit by a truck. The emergency services arrived very quickly, but...

- But what ? Is he in the hospital ? Can we go see him 

- No. We can't.

- Why 


Sophie closed her eyes for a second. 

« Say it. Say it now. »


- Because Dad died in the accident, Nataé.


Silence fell like a stone. Nataé sat motionless, his mouth slightly open. He blinked several times, as if he hadn't understood the words. 


- What 


He whispered. 


- Dad isn't coming back, sweetheart. I'm so, so sorry.

- No.


It was immediate, definitive. 


- No.


Nataé repeated, shaking his head. 


- No, you're lying ! Dad's at work. He told me this morning he'd help me with my math homework tonight. He promised.

- I know, sweetheart, but...

- No !


Nataé suddenly shouted, pulling his hand away. 


- You're lying ! Why are you saying that 


He jumped to his feet and backed away several steps. His face was red, twisted by anger and fear. 


- Nataé...

- Stop ! Stop saying that ! Dad's fine ! He's coming home tonight, and you'll see you're talking nonsense !


Sophie stood as well, her arms reaching toward him. 


- My baby, I wish so much that it weren't true. But it is. Dad had an accident and he...

- Shut up ! Shut up ! I don't want to listen to you !


Nataé clamped his hands over his ears. Tears began streaming down his cheeks. 

Sophie approached him slowly, the way one approaches a wounded animal. 


- Nataé, look at me.

- No !

- Please. Look at me.


Slowly, the boy lowered his hands. His eyes were filled with tears. His chin trembled. 


- Is it true 


He whispered. 


- Is it really true ? Dad is... we're never going to see him again 


Sophie nodded, unable to speak. Nataé stared at her for a long moment, as if searching her face for a denial, for some sign that this was all a terrible mistake. But there was only the truth. Bare and cruel. His shoulders slumped. His mouth twisted into an expression of pure pain. 


- But... but he promised me. About the math. He promised.


And then he collapsed. Sobs shook him violently, uncontrollably. Sophie caught him and held him tightly. Together they cried beside the pond, where ducks continued to swim in their own little world across the mirror, like water. 


- I want my dad,


Nataé sobbed against her shoulder. 


- I want my dad.

- I know, sweetheart. I know. So, do I.


She stroked his hair again and again, rocking her shattered child in her arms. Above them, the March sky was an indecent shade of blue. The sun shone brightly. The world continued to turn cruel and beautiful, while their universe had just fallen apart. 

How long did they remain there ? Sophie couldn't have said. Time no longer had meaning. There was only the pain. The immense emptiness. The gaping hole where Leo had existed only a few hours earlier. 

Eventually, Nataé pulled back. His face was devastated. His eyes were swollen and red. 


- It's my fault,


He murmured in a broken voice. 


- What ? No, sweetheart. Of course, not...

- Yes. This morning I didn't say goodbye to Dad. I was on my phone. He kissed me, but I didn't say anything. And now he... he'll never know that I loved him.

Sophie took her son's face gently between her hands. 

- Nataé, listen to me. Dad knew. He always knew. You have nothing to blame yourself for. Nothing at all. This isn't your fault. The only person responsible is the one who caused the accident.


Except that somewhere deep inside, she wasn't entirely sure of that Marc's questions. Leo's strange behaviour that morning. That sentence : 

« Whatever happens, remember that. 
Remember us. »

But she pushed those thoughts away. Not now. Right now, she had to hold on. For Nataé. For both of them. 


- We're going home, alright 


She whispered, wiping the tears from her son's cheeks. 


- This is hard for you and for me. It's an ordeal, and we're going to get through it together. The two of us.


Nataé nodded numbly. They walked back to the car hand in hand. The boy glanced one last time toward the pond, as if he still hoped this was all a nightmare, that he would wake up and find his father waiting for him. But Leo would not be there that evening to help him with his math homework. Leo would never be there again. 
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