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			From CANREADS Book Review:

			Rousing and relevant, The True North Talks is tinged with danger and urgency from its very first lines. Kingston’s novel serves as a warning against isolationist views whilst inviting readers to imagine a bolder, brighter, more united country.

			 

			At the centre of the drive for change is Alex Archer, whose new position as Prime Minister exposes him to a malignant conspiracy—one determined to keep Quebec entrenched firmly in its past, and Canada divided. As a smooth-talking former movie star, Archer is Kingston’s mouthpiece for stirring dialogue that reach through the page, impressing upon the reader the importance of unity amidst uncertainty.

			 

			The toxic ideals of an underground organization, Fraternité de la Liberté, are contrasted with Archer’s optimism and the team of trusted associates he builds around him, bonds which are strengthened by their shared vision and hope for a unified Canada.

			 

			Kingston keeps the stakes high without sacrificing realism; conferences and collusion are interspersed with nail-biting action sequences—including assassination attempts and acts of domestic terrorism—which serve as deadly reminders of the human cost of division.

			 

			Ultimately, Kingston proves with a deft and confident narrative that, though the past informs the present, it does not have to define the future. A bold and pertinent tale of immense intrigue, infused with a hopeful effervescence, The True North Talks immerses the reader in a world on the brink of disarray, whilst inviting them to dream of a better one.

			 

			— CANREADS Book Review
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			This novel is dedicated to all Canadians — and to all who love this land, and believe in the promise it holds. A story of political intrigue that invites readers to examine the history of Canada — a country still wrestling with its past, and still daring to hope for national unity.

			•It is for the sons and daughters who were too young to remember the turbulent years surrounding the FLQ crises, when the future of Quebec, and of Canada itself, hung in the balance.

			•It is for the many immigrants who arrived after these struggles, and who may not know this vital chapter of our history.

			•And it is for the rest of us — the vast majority of Canadians — who have too often tuned out the continual rhetoric of separation, forgetting that a stronger, more united Canada is still within reach.

			The future, however, is not yet written, and the path to national unity lies within our grasp — if we have the will to walk it.

			I hope this story stirs your pride, and your belief that Canada’s best days are still ahead.

			Lastly, I want to acknowledge that the time and focus required to complete this book have, at times, come at the expense of moments with my wife, children, grandchildren, and friends. I am deeply thankful for the love, patience, and unwavering support they have shown me throughout this journey.

			For more information, visit:

			www.johndkingston.ca

			www.truenorthtalks.ca

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			Québec City.

			November, Six Months Earlier.

			Etienne Dumas ran for his life, clutching a thin black briefcase. His dress shoes pounded the uneven cobblestones, sending sharp echoes off the ancient stone walls in Québec City’s historic district. Breathing in ragged gasps in the cool evening air, he raced through darkened narrow streets and alleys, desperate to outrun a unit of Québec’s provincial police force, the Sûreté du Québec.

			“Merde,” he cursed under his breath, risking a glance over his shoulder.

			The dark-clad agents were gaining ground, their boots pounding the weathered stones.

			A shout rang out from behind. “Arrêtez! Stop, Monsieur Dumas!”

			Etienne pushed himself harder, legs burning. He veered sharply around a corner the leather briefcase banging against his hip. Fortunately, he knew the area like the back of his hand, having lived in Québec City all his life. As a child, he could elude the local police, but then he always had a bicycle. Today, he just needed to slip through one of the portals in Québec’s city wall to find a taxi to the airport.

			“Stop running, Dumas. You can’t escape,” one of the pursuers shouted.

			Another panted, “Come quietly, and we won’t hurt you.”

			Etienne almost laughed. “As if I’d believe that,” he muttered under his breath. He knew too much to fall for such empty promises. He had to reach the helicopter waiting at the airport. He clutched the briefcase tighter. The files needed to reach his contact in Ottawa; they needed to be exposed.

			“Your last warning, Dumas!” A voice gasped, sounding further back. “Stop. Now!”

			A deafening crack split the air. Bricks exploded inches from Etienne’s head, showering him with debris. His heart leapt into his throat.

			“Merde!” He hissed, veering sharply into a narrow side alley.

			More shots rang out. Bullets pinged off the uneven stones, sparks flying. “Too close,” he muttered.

			As senior advisor to the Parti de l’Indépendance, he was one of the architects for legislation to wipe out the Anglophone from Québec’s map. That was before his epiphany; his change of heart. Before he found his moral compass. Etienne’s work had linked him to a secret, a well-financed underground organization he knew as the Fraternité de la Liberté. They were setting the stage for an Independent Québec, and they had gone too far.

			His lungs screamed for air and sweat stung his eyes, but he couldn’t slow down. Two more shots pinged off the wall ahead as he raced down the deserted alley.

			Focus Etienne, he told himself. He’d been running at his peak, and now he was slowing. He turned down another narrow street, the sounds of pursuit fading slightly. Two more sharp turns, like skiing a chicane, then down a narrow alleyway. The ancient stone walls were a blur as he raced past. His mind calculating each shortcut.

			“Left here.” He muttered, veering sharply. “Then right at the patisserie.” A stitch stabbed his side. His pace faltered.

			“No, no, no.” Etienne hissed, forcing his legs to keep moving. “Can’t slow down now.”

			Suddenly, the alley opened onto a bustling street market. The clamour of voices and the smell of spices and sizzling meats hit him.

			“Perfect.” He breathed, knowing exactly where the small exit through the city wall was located, and where taxis would be waiting. Dumas hunched his shoulders and plunged into the crowd. He wove through the throng, occasionally bumping shoulders and muttering apologies. His eyes never stopped moving, scanning for threats.

			A flash of blue caught his attention—police uniforms, not the Sûreté.

			“Excusez-moi,” he mumbled, ducking behind a fruit stand and continuing through the crowd. The briefcase pressed against his leg as a reminder of what was at stake.

			As he emerged through the portal, a yellow taxi had just let out a fare. Dumas bolted for the car and yanked the door open just as the sign “libre” illuminated.

			Tumbling inside, he gasped, “L’aéroport, vite!” Slamming the door shut, he added, “I’ll pay double if you get me there fast.”

			The driver, a stocky man with a toothpick between his teeth, raised an eyebrow. “Triple,” he countered, his Québécois accent thick.

			“Fine, just go!” Dumas collapsed back against the seat, his breath coming in ragged gasps. His legs trembled. Adrenaline coursed through his veins, keeping him on high alert.

			The driver’s eyes widened in the rearview mirror. Without a word, he slammed the accelerator, sending the taxi lurching forward. They careened around the next corner, tires squealing. Etienne glanced back toward the portal and didn’t see any pursuers. Closing his eyes, he worked to steady his breathing.

			As the city blurred past, Etienne’s mind considered the new laws; the spark that had ignited this powder keg. Québec’s push for independence had always been a divisive issue, but this was different.

			“It’s gone too far.” He whispered, his grip tightening on the briefcase.”

			The driver glanced back. “Everything okay, monsieur?”

			Dumas nodded curtly. “Just thinking about history.”

			“Ah, oui. Which airline, monsieur?”

			“Non. To the private terminal. The Flight Center, s’il vous plaît.”

			“Oui, monsieur.” The driver swerved around a slow-moving truck, eliciting a chorus of angry horns.

			Etienne glanced at the speedometer as they flew past another car on the autoroute. A steady 140 km/h and the driver barely slowed for the exit to the airport. His lips curled into a grim smile. Faster, he silently urged.

			As they approached the flight center, he spotted the helicopter through the chain-link fence. Its rotors already turning, confirming the pilot had received his text.

			The taxi skidded to a stop in front of the double glass doors. Etienne threw three one-hundred-dollar bills over the seat. “Keep the change.” He leapt out and burst through the doors, sprinting across the lobby and through the pilot’s lounge, ignoring the security guard calling for him to stop.

			Skirting two pilots reading weather advisories and preparing flight plans, he heard the screech of tires behind him. Looking back, he saw two SUVs with Sûreté du Québec markings skidding to a stop.

			“Go, go, go!” Yelled the Associate Director of the Sûreté, René Bergeron, as the SUV’s doors flew open. Three agents followed Dumas into the Flight Centre, while two others ran to the chain-link perimeter fence; one carrying a scoped sniper’s rifle.

			Etienne’s legs burned as he burst through the glass door, the scent of jet fuel assaulting his nostrils as he raced toward the helicopter.

			The agent readied his weapon, listening to the whine of the turbines growing louder and the rotors spinning faster. His finger tensed on the trigger. “We’re too late,” he said, looking through the scope.

			The spotter yelled, “There! By the baggage wagon!”

			The sniper’s eyes narrowed as he tracked Dumas emerging from the shadows. He steadied his breathing, years of training kicking in. He judged the distance between the target and the helicopter, computing angles, not wanting to hit the helicopter. The angle was now.

			He exhaled slowly and squeezed the trigger. The rifle bucked against his shoulder.

			Dumas jerked, a spray of red misting the air as he went down, just meters from his goal. The Sûreté agents were just now exiting the building onto the tarmac.

			René Bergeron barked, “Secure the perimeter. No one in or out until I talk with them.”

			The helicopter, now screaming at full pitch, jumped into the air. Banking hard barely one meter off the concrete, its blades aggressively clawed for air as it flew low over the perimeter fence, disappearing into the night.

			Bergeron stood at the epicenter of the aftermath, frowning. The whistle-blower was dead, and the Fraternite’s secrets contained in his briefcase were secure. But he needed to know if Dumas had left a trail for anyone to follow.

			A Sûreté ambulance was on the way to pick up the body, and with few people around that evening, and no one to hear the shot from the perimeter fence he could sanitize this operation within the hour. A person they were pursuing had an aneurysm or stroke, and no one would be the wiser.

			Bergeron pushed speed-dial for his chief detective, Gabriel Deschamps. A man with high skills and questionable morals, much like himself, he mused as the phone connected. He listened to the man’s report.

			“We’ve gone through Dumas’s apartment. We’ve got his laptop. Pictures show a girlfriend, a Rebecca Smythe—an attractive blonde. Some of her personal items are here, but not enough to suggest she lives here. We traced her to a condo and have a team standing by to bring her in. She’s there now.”

			“Have her brought to interrogation room B at the Fraternité. I want to know what she knows, Gabriel—whatever it takes! Search her condo, her computers. I’ll want to see her within the hour, and I want a report on her.” Bergeron terminated the call.

			Rebecca Smythe stumbled as officers led her into the interrogation room, her heart pounding. The stark walls and harsh fluorescent lights disorienting.

			She caught a glimpse of her reflection in the one-way mirror; wide hazel-green eyes, disheveled blonde hair, and something else …fear. Comments she had overheard indicated this was about Etienne. What had he gotten into?

			Rebecca’s hands trembled as she lowered herself onto the metal chair, the chill seeping through her thin sweater.

			Closing her eyes, she steadied her breathing. Etienne’s face came to mind; his warm smile, the mischievous glint in his dark eyes. She had warmed to his mercurial personality; their relationship, strictly friends with benefits, whenever she wanted. She knew he kept part of himself locked away, a part that had now dragged her into this nightmare.

			As the door swung open, Rebecca’s eyes snapped up, tensing. A tall, imposing figure stepped inside; his dark gaze fixed on her with an intensity that made her blood run cold. His broad shoulders filled his well-tailored suit that looked slept in. He settled into the chair across from her; his movements precise. A thick file landed on the table, the thud echoing in the confined space.

			“Ms. Smythe.” His voice was deep, resonant. “I’m René Bergeron with the Sûreté du Québec. I have questions about your relationship with Etienne Dumas.”

			Rebecca swallowed hard, her fingers curling into her palms. “I don’t understand. Where’s Etienne?”

			Bergeron’s gaze never wavered. “Mr. Dumas was found dead earlier this evening. We have reason to believe his death is connected to a covert operation he was involved in.”

			The words hit Rebecca like a physical blow. Dead. Etienne was dead. The room tilted, and she gripped the table’s edge to steady herself. “Covert operation? I don’t know what you’re talking about. He works for the government.”

			Bergeron leaned forward, his elbows resting on the table. He flipped open the file, his fingers skimming over the pages. “We have evidence that Dumas was involved in a plot to steal classified Québec government documents. Documents that could compromise national security if they fall into the wrong hands.”

			Rebecca’s mind raced, trying to piece together the fragments of the life she thought she knew—the whispered phone calls he always took in another room. Had it all been an act? Had she been manipulated?

			“I swear, I don’t know anything about that. Etienne never mentioned anything like that to me.”

			Bergeron’s voice lowered to a menacing whisper. “Ms. Smythe, I strongly advise you to cooperate. If you have any information about Dumas’ activities, any knowledge of the documents he was after; now is the time to speak up. If we find out you’ve been withholding information, the consequences will be severe.”

			Rebecca met his gaze, her resolve hardening. “I have nothing more to say.”

			Bergeron slammed his palm on the table. “You’re protecting him, aren’t you?”

			She flinched but kept her voice level. “There’s nothing to protect. I’ve told you everything.”

			Bergeron’s jaw clenched. “Your loyalty is admirable, Ms. Smythe, but misplaced.”

			“I’m only telling you the truth.” She countered; her gaze unwavering.

			He leaned back; frustration etched into his face. “You are being evasive.”

			Rebecca remained silent, her mind spinning with the implications of Bergeron’s words. She knew Etienne had secrets. But this? Even as she sought to calm herself, a single thought intruded. Etienne had hidden a file at her parents’ home, betraying her trust.

			As Bergeron’s eyes bore into hers, Rebecca steadied her breathing, meeting his icy stare. “I’ve already told you everything I know. Etienne and I were close, but he never confided in me about his work. If he was involved in something illegal, I had no knowledge.”

			“Ms. Smythe, I don’t think you fully grasp the situation. Mr. Dumas was a traitor, and if you continue to withhold information, you will be charged with treason and obstruction. Is that what you want?”

			Drawing on every ounce of strength, Rebecca met Bergeron’s gaze. “I have nothing more to say. I’ve told you everything. If you want to charge me, go ahead. But I won’t confess to a crime I didn’t commit. I want a lawyer, now.”

			For a long moment, he stared at her, the tension rising. “You have no rights while here, and you will be here until I say different.”

			Abruptly, he stood, gathering the files with a sharp snap. “We are not done with you, Ms. Smythe. Perhaps a different approach, but make no mistake; we will get to the bottom of this.”

			“What do you mean?” Smythe raised her voice as Bergeron headed for the door.

			As the door slammed shut her shoulders sagged, but the adrenaline remained. Closing her eyes, she willed her racing heart to slow, her mind to clear.

			She had been a standout athlete on the Montreal women’s wrestling team in her late teens and early twenties before finding her love in art. She still worked out in the gym in Québec City, and recalled her pre-fight routine; how to control her mind and body. She swore to herself she would not be broken. Refusing to let them see her fear, her doubt.

			Rebecca opened her eyes and looked at the one-way mirror. She knew they were watching, analyzing her every move, every expression. With a confidence she didn’t completely feel, she rose with deliberate slowness, her movements graceful and controlled.

			As if on cue, the door opened, and a guard entered. “Come with me, Ms. Smythe. We have more questions for you.”

			Rebecca held her chin high as she followed him from the room. She could feel the weight of their gazes, but she would not let them see her falter.

			In the observation room, Bergeron watched Smythe being led away. He turned to Gabriel, his voice low and urgent. “Now the lie detector. We’re not done with her yet.”

			Gabriel nodded, his eyes narrowing. “You think she’s hiding something?”

			Bergeron’s jaw tightened, his gaze never leaving her retreating form. “If Dumas told anyone our secrets, it would be her, and it’s too important to leave to chance. I intend to find out what she knows, one way or another.”

			Rebecca’s heart pounded as the guard escorted her down a sterile corridor. The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, casting harsh shadows on the blank walls. She had been sitting for hours and her legs felt cramped; each step an effort.

			“In here.” The guard gestured to a small room.

			She stepped inside; her eyes immediately drawn to the polygraph machine. Its wires and sensors; cold and detached.

			“Sit.” The technician commanded, indicating a chair.

			As Rebecca lowered herself onto the cold metal seat, she closed her eyes briefly. The familiar pre-competition jitters coursed through her body. She took a deep breath, channeling the energy.

			“Arms on the armrests, please.” The technician instructed, attaching the sensors.

			Rebecca complied, her mind visualizing her favorite painting; a serene lake at dawn. The image calmed her.

			“We’ll begin shortly.” The technician said, adjusting dials.

			Rebecca nodded, her focus narrowing. She regulated her breathing, just as she’d done before countless fights. The tension in her muscles began to ease. This was the state she strived for, a deeper level of consciousness that allowed her to perform at her best. But with the stakes so high, doubts kept intruding on her mind. Could she truly reach a transcendent state when her life was on the line? She pushed those thoughts aside and clung to her determination to survive.

			The room felt suffocatingly quiet as she heard the first question. “Is your name Rebecca Smythe?” She had one last thought before banishing all distractions—Etienne, how could you put me in this position?
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			Ottawa

			Wednesday, April 16

			The chill of an early spring afternoon didn’t dampen the excitement of thousands of people, on this sunny windless day on Parliament Hill. Elderly couples bundled in light spring coats sat on sturdy folding chairs arranged in neat rows at the front, while younger attendees and students from nearby universities, wearing backpacks slung over a shoulder, clustered in animated conversation. Families with small children played on picnic blankets, reaching back to the gates and ornate ironwork fence on Wellington Street. Clusters of crocuses, in shades of purple and white, dotted the sun-warmed patches near the pathways. Tulips, their buds still tight but showing hints of red and yellow, added to the sense of renewal that the day seemed to represent.

			Photographers jostled for position near the outdoor stage set between the Gothic spires of the Centre Block. The country knew Alex Archer the movie-star. Now they wanted to hear his first address as Prime Minister.

			That morning, Alexander Archer had been sworn-in as Prime Minister along with his cabinet ministers, each giving their oaths of office to the Governor General at her residence. After the brief ceremony, the Governor General bid the Archers goodbye, saying, “Alex, even though you were elected with an overwhelming majority, remember to listen to that other 45 percent of the voters. I’m counting on you to govern as the man of integrity, that I believe you to be.”

			“I look forward to earning your confidence,” Archer affirmed as he and his family left for Parliament Hill.

			A long black limousine pulled to the curb, followed by several SUVs carrying Cabinet Ministers and their families. Television cameras panned to the arrivals, along with the eyes of Marcel Vanier, the Assistant Director of CSIS’s Counter-Terrorism unit. He was not part of the Prime Minister’s protection detail, but had met him during the election campaign when Archer was Leader of the Opposition. Marcel found an instant like for the man and his Chief Advisor, Gordon Morrow. Since election night, he had met the two men twice to discuss the increased anti-Archer chatter out of Quebec. Threats had been made and were increasing, mostly from idealists unhappy a Westerner who doesn’t speak French fluently was Prime Minister.

			Vanier was there because he wanted to be, watching from a distance, scanning the crowd for trouble. He had seen the consequences of political unrest.

			Alex Archer was the first to exit the limousine, followed by his wife Heather and their two children. Television cameras captured the Prime Minister guiding his family to the dignitary seating area on the east-side of the podium. He hugged and kissed his wife, before whispering something and moving toward the stage.

			As Archer mounted the podium to enthusiastic applause, he reflected on his life and path to here. Born in Richmond B.C. forty-five years earlier, his family had moved to Ottawa where his father was an electrical engineer for a computer manufacturer in Kanata Ontario. Growing up playing with francophone friends had given him a working knowledge of French, that while rusty, proved important for winning votes in Québec. At age twelve the family moved back to Richmond, B.C. where he completed High School and attended the University of British Columbia, graduating with a major in Philosophy and a minor in Political Science. While at UBC Alex took several electives in acting and drama and discovered the arts gave him joy. This experience led him to his first job at a film studio in Vancouver where he suddenly found himself playing a supporting role in a second-tier movie, that unexpectedly became a box office hit. Alex soon moved to Hollywood where he became their newest star, a male heartthrob. He married his high school sweetheart, Heather, in his late 20s, and they have two children, Michael, 12, and Zoe, 9.

			Standing six feet tall, Alex Archer cut an impressive figure in a crisp, royal blue pin-striped suit tailored perfectly to his lean, muscular frame. His light brown hair was neatly brushed to the side, and his strong jawline, high cheekbones, and straight nose gave him the kind of face that once graced movie posters. But it was his eyes—brilliant hazel, expressive and alert—that held the crowd.

			He flashed his signature smile, the kind that could disarm critics and charm audiences in equal measure.

			“Friends. Canadians,” he began, his voice smooth and assured. “Today we embark on a new journey together, and I promise to serve you and this nation to the best of my ability.”

			He paused, allowing the words to settle. “Together, we will work tirelessly to ensure every Canadian has the opportunity to reach their potential. We will build bridges, not walls, and stand united in pursuit of peace, prosperity, and progress.”

			“Unity is not merely a word,” Archer declared. “It’s our foundation, our unshakable pillar. So let us build bridges of trust and mutual respect. Prosperity is not on some distant shore, it’s within our reach here, on our shared land.”

			A wave of cheers erupted as Archer scanned the crowd. He noticed Marcel Vanier standing by a loudspeaker pylon, his presence comforting yet a reminder of the possible dangers.

			“We cannot forget the past,” he continued. “The legacies of Louis St. Laurent’s nation building, Lester Pearson’s peacekeeping, Pierre Trudeau’s vision. These are the shoulders we stand upon.”

			Murmurs of appreciation sounded from older audience members. Archer smiled, acknowledging the response.

			“Equality, social justice, individual rights. These are not mere aspirations. They were Pierre Trudeau’s dream of a ‘Just Society’. He aimed to build a society not only prosperous, but fair and inclusive.”

			“Inclusive,” he repeated. “A dream, a legacy I promise to protect. This ‘Just Society’ has been subverted by political inaction and completely ignored in some parts of the country. Together, we can change that, and realize Pierre’s dream.”

			He paused again. “I refer to Pierre’s dream because I don’t want confusion that I might be talking about the second Trudeau. I’m still not sure what his dream was.” Alex shrugged and smiled innocently.

			The crowd cheered and clapped, wanting more Archer.

			“Trudeau was from Québec. I’m from the West,” Archer continued. “But everyone across our country wants to realize that same dream. I’m here to continue that fight. I will work with all MPs, on both sides of the House to make things better for Canadians.”

			As the applause abated, Archer continued, “To those who voted for me, I value your trust. I am mindful of the promises I made on the road here.” Archer swept his arm across the audience and the lawns of Parliament. “I spoke of unity and prosperity, a greater participatory democracy with increased transparency. On that note, I’ll be working with the CRTC to create a computer or cell phone ‘App’ that regularly asks Canadians a simple yes/no or agree/disagree question. Any Canadian who wishes can answer with a click. This voluntary app will only keep aggregate totals, and shared publicly so we all know where we stand. No personal information will be retained.”

			“This is a new beginning, and I look forward to better communication with all Canadians. We dare not lose sight of what matters: our people, our values, and the commitment to create a community where everyone can thrive.”

			“Together, we will make this country a beacon of light; justice and prosperity for generations to come,”

			Archer’s vision caught Marcel Vanier observing from a new location. “Today, we reaffirm our commitment to that vision… to build a Canada where your worth is in the strength of your character, not in your wallet.”

			The crowd erupted into deafening cheers and thunderous applause, with solidarity washing over the Hill. In those claps, cheers and fervent faces, Archer saw a nation’s resolve.

			Alex scanned the front row of the dignitary area and saw Gordon Morrow, his closest ally and confidant, smiling and nodding subtly. Their shared vision was more than rhetoric; it was a blueprint for the future. He looked back toward the crowd with his natural smile.

			“Join me,” he called, his arms open wide to embrace each citizen, “as we lay the cornerstone of our future - a future where prosperity is possible for every Canadian. Thank you.”

			The crowd erupted into thunderous applause once more.

			“Thank you,” he repeated before walking off, his stride confident and purposeful. Alex Archer was not only Canada’s newly elected Prime Minister… he was the embodiment of hope and change for an entire nation.

			Backstage, Morrow congratulated him. “Alex, that was more than a speech. It was a vow to the nation.”

			Archer nodded solemnly. “A vow I intend to keep. We’ve been given a mandate, and I’ll be damned if we don’t honor it.”

			Morrow smiled, knowing his commitment. “Trudeau’s dream, it lives on through us.”

			“Through all Canadians,” Archer corrected, “but we are its stewards.” He clasped Morrow’s shoulder, a gesture speaking volumes of their partnership. “It’s just the opening act. Now the real work begins.”

			Morrow nodded; his expression serious. “I have meetings lined up with Finance and Communications. We need to start delivering on these initiatives.” He lowered his voice. “There are influential people we should bring into the fold early. Powerful interests threatened by your agenda.”

			Archer met his gaze steadily, knowing the pushback they’d face. “Of course. But we’ll bring people along with the right incentives and compromises.”

			“Not everyone will be won over by your charm and rhetoric,” Morrow said grimly.

			“With you by my side, we can weather any storm.”

			They exchanged a look of understanding—the sailing metaphor wasn’t lost on Gordon, as he’d served as first mate on Alex’s sailboats for as long as he could remember.

			The two had met in high school and later attended UBC together. Their bond held strong over the years, reconnecting at least twice annually. For the past decade, Alex, Heather, and the kids had spent a week each summer at Gordon’s cottage in Muskoka, north of Toronto.

			They turned together, stepping into a world awaiting their leadership. “Canada is ready,” Archer thought as he exited backstage. Heather and the children were moving toward him, their faces showing their excitement and pride.

			His daughter Zoe tugged his sleeve. “Are you going to make everything better now?” Her innocence contrasted with the realities of Archer’s mission.

			“I’m going to do my best, but I can’t do it alone.” Archer embraced her tightly, then turned to Heather. The embrace they shared was not only love, but a true partnership. She whispered in his ear, “Our next journey has truly begun.”

			“Fantastic speech, Dad!” Michael beamed.

			“Thank you, Mike. You know I’ll need your help too,” Archer said, hugging his son.

			As the family gathered to leave, Archer found his gaze drawn once more to the thinning crowds. Most people looked hopeful, but some looked suspicious with several showing discontent.

			“Unity is fragile,” he mused, leadership’s weight settling upon him. “Prosperity, even more so.”

			“Mr. Prime Minister!” a voice called, and he turned to acknowledge another well-wisher, as he thought of the brewing storm and the possible threats that could challenge his resolve.

			Gordon Morrow remained backstage for another hour chatting with the dignitaries and the rich and powerful. Who was friend; who was foe; and who was undecided? Gordon had finished talking with one of the new Cabinet Ministers when he noticed Vanier approach.

			They shook hands. “Archer’s got a target on his back now.”

			“Nothing new there,” Morrow replied, his features tight with awareness of Vanier’s access to data and the responsibilities they both carried.

			“True, but this feels different,” Vanier said, tapping his earpiece. “I’ve just had word from analysts at my office that the anti-Archer chatter has increased fourfold since he gave his speech. They all twigged on his comments about a Just Society and how that was being subverted. They believe he was pointing his comments directly at Québec.”

			“Leads?” Gordon asked, unconsciously flexing his fists.

			“Bits and pieces, enough to cause sleepless nights.” He paused, considering his next words carefully. “We’re not just fighting shadows, Gordon. These shadows might be unsophisticated, but they have teeth.”

			“Then we sharpen ours,” Gordon replied. “He wants to bring this country closer together. We need to protect him.”

			“My team’s on alert, and we’re feeding information to the RCMP. We’ll comb through every scrap of data; every whisper of a threat.” Vanier spoke of action and resolve.

			“Keep me posted. I’ll bring Alex up to speed in the morning.” Morrow turned away to approach another Minister.

			Vanier remained still for a moment longer. He recognized the political landscape was changing, more treacherous, full of idealists and dreamers. With a final glance at the darkening sky, he turned on his heel and headed back to his office in the heart of the city.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2
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			Thursday, May 8th - 3:15 p.m.

			Marcel Vanier’s assistant leaned into the doorway, his silhouette framed by the muted light from the quiet corridor. “Mr. Vanier, there’s an Yvonne Durand on line two for you. Says she’s an old friend from Dorval.”

			The name didn’t register. Vanier’s dark brown eyes lifted from the report spread across his desk, annoyed at the interruption. Dorval... His thoughts wandered to leafy streets and the comforting familiarity of his childhood home, where his aging parents still lived. With a sigh, he pinched the bridge of his nose, reminding himself of the promise to visit. Too much time had lapsed since his last call, let alone a visit. Highway 17 beckoned with the simplicity of a straight shot drive; he’d make the effort this weekend, he resolved.

			“Should I tell her you’re busy, sir?”

			“Give me a moment,” Vanier muttered more to himself than the young man hovering.

			Should he take the call? The curiosity gnawed at him until he reached for the receiver with a hand bearing evidence of years in the field, fingers toughened from handling firearms and cuffs in his early days.

			“Yvonne Durand,” he greeted, his deep baritone voice filling the small space.

			“Marcel? It’s me, Yvonne... Leroy, from high school. I’m sorry for calling out of the blue.”

			Her voice was different but achingly familiar.

			“Yvonne Leroy...” A warmth crept into his tone despite his initial reluctance. “Durand’s your married name, then?”

			“Exactly.” A tinge of urgency threaded through her words. “There’s something important I need to discuss. Could we meet for dinner? I’ve driven up from Montreal and need to return tomorrow.”

			“Montreal...” Vanier echoed softly, as if the city held secrets. He glanced at his watch: 3:18 pm. Time to wrap up before meeting.

			“How about the Riviera on Sparks Street? Does 4:45 work?”

			“Perfect.” Her voice steadied, all business. “I’ve heard they serve a good chicken Kiev.”

			“Their lobster spaghetti is equally good, if you prefer. See you soon.” A smile broke over Vanier’s features as he replaced the receiver, lingering just a second longer as he considered what could be so urgent after all these years.

			As he stood, straightening the documents into a neat pile with methodical precision, he couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that this reunion would be more than just a trip down memory lane.

			Vanier entered the Riviera, eyes adjusting to the dim warmth. Yvonne stood as he approached, her silhouette sharpened against the low light.

			“Yvonne, you look wonderful,” Vanier complimented, taking in her appearance.

			“Marcel.” She greeted with a quick embrace and a peck on the cheek. Seating themselves, they fell into small talk—Vanier sharing news of work, Yvonne describing her life in Montreal after marrying Jules.

			As she spoke, Vanier found himself watching her. Yvonne hadn’t changed much. Her dark hair framed a face still lit by a beautiful, mischievous smile. Her hazel eyes—more brown than green now in the dim café light—held the same spark he remembered from long ago. At five-foot-five, she carried herself with ease and grace, her trim, full-figured frame still turning heads. She dressed to be noticed—always had.

			Finally, she leaned forward, voice lowered with solemnity.

			“I’ve followed your career. I was so sorry to hear about your wife’s death. I thought about calling, but... well, it’s complicated.”

			“I understand. It’s been ten years,” Vanier replied, his voice a low rumble touched by a warmth that masked deeper feelings. He couldn’t help but recall their high-school romance—tangled sheets, whispered promises, and laughter that came too easily. The memory flirted at the edges of propriety, but he pushed it back. She was married now—off-limits, as he breathed in her fragrance and wondered.

			Yvonne leaned closer, voice hushed. “Marcel, Jules... my husband, he’s not been faithful. Multiple affairs, over many years. I’ve decided I want a divorce.”

			“Yvonne, I’m...” Words felt inadequate against the weight of her confession.

			“Listen,” she continued, urgency sharpening her tone. “Jules is connected. Tightly woven into Québec’s government, friends with the Director General of the Sûreté du Québec, among others.”

			“Connections can be powerful,” Vanier acknowledged.

			“Exactly. That’s why I started recording his meetings at home. I thought I might catch something to use against him.” Her hands trembled slightly, betraying fear beneath her composed exterior.

			“Recordings?”

			“Sorry... I’m getting ahead of myself. Almost six months ago, when Jules was at a meeting, I noticed he had left his small tape machine on his desk in our study. I decided to play it. He records everything, being a lawyer, I guess.”

			Her trembling became a shudder. “Go on,” Marcel encouraged. He nudged her glass of Chablis closer.

			Yvonne ignored the gesture, talking faster, more urgently. “I don’t know when he recorded it, but it had been earlier, during one of his meetings in Québec City. He hadn’t been there for at least a month. I got the impression it was in some high security building, because they were talking about some document or manifesto. That it was safe, secure and wouldn’t see the light of day. I recognized a voice. The Head of the Sûreté, Louis Duplesis, I think. They killed him, Marcel... they killed him!”

			“What? Who?”

			When she hesitated, his heart accelerated despite his calm demeanor.

			“I don’t know. They said he was some high-level government or Parti de l’Independance person. They called him a traitor, an analyst who had been trusted for years. I think Jules already knew what happened; they were just bringing him up-to-date. They tried to apprehend him, but he was getting away by helicopter to tell someone in Ottawa. They murdered him, Marcel.”

			“Did they give a name?”

			“No,” she whispered, leaning closer. “But Jules knew. A man killed because he wanted to reveal their secrets. I think the Sûreté murdered him about six months ago. They were worried about fallout, but none surfaced from the media or government. They felt the killing was contained. Whatever Jules is involved in... it’s dangerous. I want out.”

			Vanier let out a slow breath, professional instincts kicking in. Whatever Yvonne stumbled upon could have far-reaching consequences. Their reunion had taken a complicated turn.

			“You mentioned recording his meetings at home,” Vanier began.

			“Yes. That tipped me over the edge to wanting a divorce, but I need something on him first. I bought a voice recorder and hid it on a bookshelf in the study. He doesn’t have high-level government meetings at home very often, usually Québec City or his Montreal office. But I managed to record three or four.”

			“All right. Let’s review those recordings. We need to understand exactly what we’re dealing with.”

			Yvonne nodded, pressing a USB drive into his palm. “This is the one recording Jules made. I need to make copies of the other recordings. The ones I made in his study.”

			“First, stop any further recordings. We don’t want to risk your safety.”

			She nodded, grateful. “Jules is away for two weeks.”

			“Good. We have work ahead.” Vanier signaled for the waiter and they ordered dinner.

			As they dined, their conversation wove together threads of danger, intrigue, and a past refusing to stay buried. Vanier found himself at the cusp of something that could redefine his career, and the life of the woman across from him.

			“Yvonne, I’ll be in Montreal this weekend. We can meet there,” he suggested. “In the meantime, I’ll look into any suspicious political deaths in Québec around that time.”

			“I’ll have the other recordings ready.”

			“Saturday morning. I’ll call you from my parents in Dorval.” Vanier glanced at the vintage clock; their meeting was nearing its end, yet it felt like a beginning.

			“Thank you, Marcel. I knew you’d help,” Yvonne whispered as they stood, her eyes searching his for reassurance.

			Vanier hailed a cab. As it pulled up, he turned to Yvonne, noticing the tension in her shoulders and uncertainty in her gaze. The past and present colliding, he thought.

			“Be careful,” he cautioned.

			“Always,” she responded with a half-smile.

			Saturday, May 10th, 6:45 a.m.

			Saturday morning dawned clear and crisp. Vanier was up with the sun, his text to Yvonne sent before the scent of coffee wafted through his parents’ home. Her immediate response was both reassuring and unnerving. They set their rendezvous at a breakfast spot in Laval-sur-le-lac, an area she knew well.

			Arriving punctually at 9, Vanier spotted her Mercedes, a sleek symbol of her current life, parked outside the restaurant. The venue was subdued, a quiet hum of Saturday morning suburbanites filling the space. He entered with measured steps, his gaze sweeping the room in assessment.

			“Good morning,” Yvonne greeted, rising from the booth. Their greeting was warm yet restrained, two friends reunited under the shadow of intrigue.

			Marcel slid into the seat across from her, his back to the wall, eyes on the entrances. “Nice choice for breakfast.”

			“Privacy is a luxury these days.” Yvonne quipped, signaling the server for their orders.

			They exchanged pleasantries, skirting the edges of deeper conversations until she slid a USB drive across the table. “Here are the other recordings. The ones I made from Jules’ study.”

			Vanier pocketed the device as their food arrived. As soon as the server left, he leaned in and lowered his voice to a confidential hush. “Have you ever heard the name Etienne Dumas?”

			Yvonne paused, her fork mid-air, brow furrowed in concentration. “No, I don’t believe so. Should I have?”

			“He was an analyst for the Parti de l’Independance. Died about six-months ago under mysterious circumstances. Just one of several names that might warrant a closer look.” Vanier kept his expression neutral, though inside, the puzzle pieces were restless, seeking connection.

			“Etienne Dumas.” She repeated, rolling the name around. “No, Jules never mentioned him. Not in what I’ve overheard, at least.”

			Vanier nodded. They finished their meal in thoughtful silence, each lost in their own reflections.

			“Thank you for these other recordings. I’ll review everything you’ve given me,” he said. “You should delete any files you have on your personal laptop. If Jules grows suspicious and decides to investigate, it could place you in great danger.”

			Her eyes widened for a moment, but then she nodded, steel returning to her spine. “I’ll do it as soon as I get home.”

			“I’ll keep a copy safe in Ottawa,” he assured her. “If you decide to seek legal counsel, this evidence could be helpful.”

			“Thank you, Marcel.”

			As the server refilled their coffee, Vanier noticed Yvonne’s gaze drift past his shoulder, lost in thought. “What is it?”

			“It’s Jules.” She started, hesitating. “He’s... fixated on someone. A woman named Rebecca. She runs an art gallery in Québec City.”

			“Fixated how?”

			“Obsessed might be the right word.” Yvonne admitted. “He asks for updates about her every time he talks to some contact he has at the Sûreté. It’s... unusual.”

			“Unusual could mean anything. We need specifics.” Vanier pressed gently, aware that every detail mattered.

			“Unfortunately, I don’t have more than that.” She looked frustrated.

			“Understood.” Vanier responded, already thinking about the implications of a high-ranking lawyer entangled with law enforcement and an art gallery owner. “So, Jules has practically pitched a tent in Québec City.” He said evenly.

			Yvonne nodded. “I’ve pieced together enough to know it’s not all business trips. He’s …”

			“Entangled with someone. Rebecca, perhaps?” Vanier interrupted.

			“Could be,” she admitted, tucking a stray lock behind her ear. “Sometimes I think I’m living with a stranger.”

			“Let’s make sure that stranger doesn’t catch on to your detective work,” Vanier suggested. “You mentioned that Jules spends a lot of time in Québec City. Do you know when he’ll be back?”

			“He said he’ll be there all week, so maybe Friday or Sunday, I never really know until he shows up,” Yvonne replied, with a hint of frustration in her voice.

			“All right.” Vanier continued, his mind thinking possible scenarios. “With your permission, I’d like to follow you back to your home and check out how you’ve been hiding the recorder. I want to assess the risk, perhaps help you do it more discreetly.”

			Yvonne hesitated for a moment, then agreed.

			As they moved outside, the restaurant’s windows reflected their tense silhouettes against the morning light. Before reaching their cars, Yvonne hesitated. “The community gate... I’ll need to tell the guard that you are with me, so he’ll let you in.”

			Marcel’s eyebrows momentarily lifted, acknowledging the complication. “I won’t follow then. I can leave my car here. We’ll go in together. No explanations necessary.” His suggestion carried the weight of years in covert operations.

			“Okay,” she replied, relieved.

			Yvonne drove past sprawling mansions and manicured lawns on the river road until pulling into her gated entrance, Yvonne waved to the guard with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. Marcel remained still, a ghost in plain sight. The gate swung open, granting them passage into a private world of manicured lawns and veiled secrets. Shortly Yvonne pulled into the long driveway and parked in front of their large two-story stone and cedar home.

			Once inside, Marcel appraised the house. “Show me where you’ve placed the recorder.”

			“The study, this way.” Yvonne led him down a hall to a set of double oak doors. Inside the substantial, wood-paneled room, Vanier examined the bookshelves and desk. Yvonne pointed toward the hidden recorder tucked behind a row of legal books.

			“Good spot, but easy to find if someone is looking,” Vanier said. “I’ll get you a tiny wireless model that transmits to a secure cloud account. It will be much safer, and if it is ever found, the sophistication of it will suggest he is being investigated by some large organization. Suspicious wives usually don’t have access to this type of equipment. Nor does the average private investigator.”

			Yvonne nodded. “Thank you. I know this is asking a lot.”

			“Don’t mention it,” Vanier said firmly. “Now let’s get out of here before the guard notices I never left.” The drive back to the restaurant was quiet. As Marcel stepped out of the car, he offered a nod, a silent promise to see this through.

			“Stay vigilant,” he advised, his dark brown eyes locking onto hers. “And remember, if things get too hot...”

			“I’ll call,” she finished for him, with a brave smile.

			“Good.”

			Marcel watched her drive away, anxious to examine the contents of the drive. He needed answers, and he would have them, one way or another.

			Ottawa. Monday, May 12, 4:05 a.m.

			The city lights were bright in the dark early hours of Monday morning, with no pedestrians or traffic to contend with. Once in his office, he dove into the recordings with a focus that had been honed over years of investigative work. The voices from the digital drive were sharp and clear as he listened through Sennheiser headphones. He dissected and analyzed each word for hidden meanings and connections.

			He scribbled notes feverishly, piecing together fragments of conversations, constructing theories that could explain… or expose the web of deceit that might have snared an unsuspecting political analyst.

			“Etienne Dumas,” Marcel muttered to himself, the name a puzzle yet unsolved. Every thought seemed to circle back to an enigmatic void, but he was patient. He knew that patience, coupled with dogged determination, often led to clarity.

			The clock showed 6:27 am as he leaned back in his chair, in need of more coffee. He scrubbed a hand over his stubbled cheek, the feeling rough compared to the softness of his trimmed beard.

			Vanier hit the play button once again. “I don’t know, Jules. It seems risky. This needs to be handled discreetly,” said an insistent voice on the recording.

			“Of course, mon ami,” came the retort, unmistakably Jules Durand’s voice. “We’ve kept things quiet so far, haven’t we?” Vanier made another note. This went deeper than he’d anticipated as he drew arrows to potential leads.

			Vanier hit play again. “Every move we make must be calculated... and now is not the time to act, or react, to some unknown phantom,” Jules stated before asking, “Rebecca, is she still being watched?”

			“Yes,” the other voice replied. “She has done nothing out of the ordinary. She runs her Art Gallery, and once a month goes to Montreal to visit a gallery that carries her paintings, and then sometimes visits her parents in Hudson Québec. She seems to be a very private person, doesn’t date or go out, except to the gym.”

			“Good. Keep me informed if there is any change to her routine,” Jules demanded.

			“Rebecca,” Vanier echoed. He jotted down the name again, underlining it twice. The first time he heard the name Rebecca, it was tied to Etienne Dumas and Jules was worried she knew things she shouldn’t. Who was Rebecca, what did she have to do with Dumas?

			“What’s the calculation?” he thought. His brain trying to draw lines between data points, crafting hypotheses out of thin air. She was a lead he needed to track down.

			Vanier paused the playback once again, stood up, and stretched before pacing the length of the room. Three strides took him to the window where he stared at the awakening city below. Ottawa was coming to life.

			Returning to his desk, he resumed listening. A third voice chimed in, coarser, authoritative. “We cleaned up after Dumas. There are no loose ends.”

			“Cleaned up...” Vanier’s typing slowed, then stopped altogether. His mind hooked on those words, a chill running down his spine despite the warmth of the room. Dumas, a probable link now confirmed. Dumas, Etienne Dumas, was he traitor or hero?

			“Loose ends,” he repeated. He imagined Jules entangled in a web he’d spun too wide.

			The fragments of dialogue he had captured began to assemble into a clearer picture, the outline of a network that reached far beyond Jules Durand and Yvonne’s domestic life.

			He turned the player off and leaned over his notes, the pen tapping an impatient rhythm. “So, what do you have for me, Jules? What’s your endgame?” he wondered.
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			Ottawa.

			Monday, May 12, 2:35 p.m.

			Marcel Vanier’s fingers trembled slightly as they traced the edges of the dossier marked “Top Secret.” His dark brown eyes narrowed in concern as he considered the hidden secrets in Québec’s heart, their implications unknown. He couldn’t sit on this. Protocol be damned, he had to take it to the top.

			The scent of bitter, strong black coffee wafted from the mug on his desk, but its usual comfort eluded him.

			“Alex Archer,” Marcel muttered, testing the name’s weight. The Prime Minister wasn’t just some distant figurehead; he was a man of action who would understand such secrets. With Archer’s direct approach to politics, Vanier knew he was the right person.

			He leaned back, the leather chair creaking under his solid build. His close-cropped beard brushed against his collar as he tilted his head, considering his next move. Bypassing his superiors could mean career suicide. Procedure called for this to go to his boss, the Director, then the Minister of Public Safety. But this was a new government, with a new francophone Minister from Québec. Could he keep this secret? A leak would be disastrous. If the press found out CSIS was investigating high-level Québec government officials, it would quickly become a publicity nightmare; a political mess for the Canadian government and the Prime Minister himself.

			“Damn,” he swore softly. Those recordings implied at least one collaborator worked in the Federal government. He paced the small confines of his office and began to form a plan.

			He knew that Archer would recognize the problem. He picked-up the secure cell phone from his desk.

			“Prime Minister’s Office,” a crisp voice answered his call.

			“This is Marcel Vanier, Assistant Director, CSIS Counter-Intelligence unit. I need to speak with the Prime Minister as soon as possible on a matter of national security.”

			“Please hold,” the receptionist replied, her tone suddenly serious.

			“Marcel?” The familiar voice of Alex Archer came through. “Has the anti-Archer chatter increased?”

			“Mr. Prime Minister, the chatter has abated somewhat, but this is something else. I’ve had another issue brought to my attention that I consider of the utmost priority. It should come to you immediately.”

			“Go on,” the Prime Minister prompted.

			“Sir, I’ve uncovered information about a secret group operating in Québec. It seems to reach up to some highly placed people in the Québec government and the Sûreté du Québec,” Vanier continued. “And I don’t believe they’re working in Canada’s interests. I think you need to be aware right away.”

			“All right, Marcel,” Alex replied. “I trust your judgment. When can you get here?”

			“About twenty-five minutes.”

			He adjusted his tie and studied his reflection in the office mirror. At fifty-five, he was five-foot-nine with a solid 190-pound frame—a build that spoke more to quiet strength than vanity. His thick dark hair, now streaked evenly with grey, was neatly combed to the side, the silver at his temples blending into a close-cropped beard that accented the strong lines of his face.

			His dark brown eyes, usually quick to soften with a smile, held steady—calm, but focused. Years of service had left their subtle mark, but hadn’t hardened him. He noticed the lines around his eyes. Another line to be added, he thought. Another secret to keep.

			The charcoal suit felt like armor. Not flashy—just right. He was ready, for what could be the most consequential meeting of his career.

			Twenty minutes later, Marcel Vanier’s black government sedan eased to the curb before the Prime Minister’s Offices. As he moved purposefully toward the entrance, the brisk Ottawa air nipped his cheeks.

			“Assistant Director Vanier,” the security officer greeted him, nodding as Marcel flashed his identification. “Right this way, sir.”

			Vanier was escorted by an armed RCMP officer to the elevator. Another officer walked him down a carpeted hallway lined with former prime ministers’ portraits. At a heavy wooden door adorned with the official seal, he was passed to an aide, who said, “Prime Minister Archer will see you now,” pushing the door open. As he entered, he admired the simple but elegant room, flag standing by the window, family pictures, and a focal point painting that portrayed Canada’s early trading economy, hanging behind the stately mahogany desk. A scene showing a First Nations canoe laden with pelts heading to an early Canadian trading post.

			“Marcel,” Archer rose
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