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Chapter 1 – The Celebration Before the Storm
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The Celebration

Rivertown, a small town nestled among Canada’s snow-covered hills, glowed with an almost unreal brightness on New Year’s Eve.

December’s biting cold tried to impose its rule, but it gave way to the excitement of the townspeople. Dozens of them crowded into the central square, eager to close the book on 2020 and open another, sustained by that fragile faith only new beginnings can inspire.

Garlands hung from the old cast-iron streetlamps, forming arcs of light. The facades sparkled, the music mingled with bursts of laughter, and the magic of the night seemed to have seeped into the very walls.

The crowd pulsed with an almost electric energy. Children ran from stall to stall, sticky candy apples in hand, glowing balloons bobbing above their heads. Couples held each other close.

The scents of cinnamon, mulled wine, and golden pastries drifted through the air. Rivertown, usually so peaceful, had become a living stage.

John Smith stood watching in silence.

As mayor of Rivertown, his face bore the marks of a man well into his forties, shaped by time, but above all by responsibility.

Beneath his imposing frame and heavy wool coat, one could sense the quiet weight of absence. He thought briefly of all those evenings missed, of all those simple moments sacrificed in the name of duty.

At his side, Johanna radiated a quiet grace. She knew how to bring light back whenever authority threatened to eclipse tenderness. For John, she was more than a refuge. She was his balance.

Between them, Bryan, eight years old, was bursting with energy. He was almost bouncing in place, swept up in the excitement of the celebration. His wide eyes reflected the glittering snow and the lights of the market stalls.

That night, for him, the world was perfect.

For John, it was a rare moment. Too often consumed by his responsibilities, he had drifted away from the small moments that weave a family’s memory.

That night, he had sworn to be only a husband and a father. Nothing else. A fragile truce.

“Look, Dad!” Bryan shouted, pointing at a group of performers juggling flaming torches.

John gave a faint smile.

“Don’t even think about trying that, you little rascal.”

Bryan burst out laughing. Johanna shot her husband a knowing glance. Around the three of them floated that rare kind of bubble in which everything finally seemed to be in its place.

John closed his eyes for a moment.

The world shrank to laughter, music, and light. He wished time could stop there.

Then the music stopped abruptly.

An amplified voice rose above the crowd.

“Ladies and gentlemen, the moment you’ve all been waiting for has arrived! Get ready for the countdown!”

A shiver ran through the square. All eyes turned toward the illuminated town hall clock.

“Ten... nine... eight...”

Bryan, mouth slightly open, stared up at the sky. The cold bit at their cheeks, but no one paid it any attention anymore.

When the clock struck midnight, a roar went up. Bursts of light tore through the black sky, painting the night in gold and purple. Every spark seemed like a promise.

John drew a deep breath.

He did not yet know that it would be the last moment of balance.

A scream split the night.

“Fire! Look, up on the hill!”

Laughter froze. Heads turned as one.

Beyond the dark line of trees, a reddish glow rose into the sky. Then flames burst forth, lashing upward with furious tongues. The peaceful hillside had suddenly caught fire.

“It’s the Foresters’ barn!” someone shouted.

The celebration fell apart. Voices collided, children cried, parents pulled them close. Fear swept away joy like an icy gust.

John straightened at once.

“Go home,” he said to Johanna. “I’m going to see what’s happening.”

She looked up at him, anxious.

“Be careful, John.”

He briefly squeezed her hand, a gesture too short, almost awkward, then watched her disappear into the disorderly crowd, Bryan pressed against her.

John remained alone, facing the flames.

And in that brutal silence, he sensed, vaguely but unmistakably, that something over there was burning far beyond the hill itself.

Without waiting, he ran toward a police car preparing to leave.

The officer behind the wheel looked up. He was in his forties, his face marked by years of service, his features closed in the way of men who no longer waste time asking unnecessary questions. His eyes met John’s.

He understood immediately.

He nodded.

John got in without a word.

The siren tore through the night. The car sped out of the square, leaving behind the fireworks still lighting up the sky, indifferent to the tragedy unfolding just a few kilometers away.

A cruel contrast: the fragile beauty of light, and the relentless fury of flames.

John cast one last look back at the celebration, like a man leaving a dream without knowing whether he would ever return to it. A knot tightened in his chest.

The car raced along the snow-covered road. The tires bit into the ice. Inside, the silence was taut.

“This is Unit Forty-Nine,” the officer said into the radio. “Send the firefighters to the hill immediately. Critical situation.”

In the distance, the fire was spreading, throwing an apocalyptic glow across the horizon.

“The Foresters’ barn...” John murmured.

“At this time of year,” the officer replied, “it happens. Arsonists love the holidays.”

John did not answer right away.

His gaze remained fixed on the flames, which seemed to be devouring the night itself.

“I wish it were that simple,” he said at last.

The officer glanced at him.

“You think it’s something else?”

Silence.

Then, more quietly:

“Yes. And that worries me.”

The car braked sharply.
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The Storm

In front of them, the barn was blazing with an almost unreal violence.

The flames rose high into the night, lashing the air with their furious tongues. The surrounding snow was stained red, as if the ground itself had been wounded. Even from a distance, the heat was suffocating.

A crowd had already gathered at a safe distance, drawn as much by terror as by mute fascination. No one was really speaking. They were all watching something burn that they knew was irreversible.

John got out of the car.

He moved forward without thinking, like a man drawn toward the inevitable.

“Get back!” he shouted. “It’s too dangerous!”

His voice was swallowed by the roar of the fire.

At last, the sirens of the fire engines rang out, tearing through the icy silence, but time was already no longer on their side. A dull rumble rose from the heart of the blaze, followed by a sharp, brutal crack.

The framework gave way.

In a shower of sparks and ashes, the structure collapsed in on itself. A rain of burning debris came down in a violent gust.

Then, silence.

A heavy, unreal silence fell over the scene like a veil of mourning. Only the distant crackling of the debris still on fire remained.

Two police officers stepped forward, flashlights in hand.

The first, broad-shouldered, moved cautiously. The second, younger, gripped his flashlight too tightly, as if the light could still push back the horror.

They disappeared behind the smoking wreckage.

Time seemed to stop.

Then the younger one reappeared.

His face had turned pale in the halo of his flashlight. He opened his mouth, closed it again... then his voice broke.

“Four bodies... burned beyond recognition.”

The words fell like a sentence.

John felt the air leave his lungs. The fire was no longer only in front of him. It was now burning inside him.

“John!”

He turned around. A slow, heavy movement, as if the air had frozen around him.

His mother was emerging from the darkness, stumbling through the snow. She was no longer the elegant, composed woman he knew. She was a broken silhouette, her dark coat beating around her like crumpled wings. Her face was a mask of damp wax, distorted by the tears streaming down without restraint.

In her hand, clutched with desperate strength, was a crumpled letter.

Even before she spoke, a wave of cold ran through John. It was not understanding. It was a visceral foreboding, a poison spreading through his veins.

She threw herself against him, her body shaken by an uncontrollable tremor.

“Your father... he’s in there!”

The words struck John, but they seemed to be spoken in a foreign language. He watched his mother’s mouth move, saw the tears drawing shining tracks down her cheeks. The sound reached him muffled, as if he were underwater. The only real thing was the burning weight of the paper she was pressing into his hand.

“No... he’s away on business...” he stammered, his voice already distant, mechanical.

“I thought so too!” she sobbed, short of breath. “But this morning... a courier... a farewell letter... Why, John? Why?!”

She pressed the paper into his palm. John held it without looking at it. His eyes were fixed on the blaze. In there. The image was impossible. His father, the solid man, reduced to that anonymous furnace. Nausea rose, acidic, at the back of his throat.

He held his mother against him, murmuring empty words, mere sounds more than sentences.

“Go home, Mom. I’ll take care of everything.”

He gently pulled away from her, and his hands met the shoulders of a police officer. The man nodded, his face professionally neutral, but his eyes avoided John’s. He led John’s mother away, and she let herself be guided, her gaze already turned inward, toward a grief so vast it had become silent.

John remained alone.

The letter had fallen into the snow. He picked it up. The paper was icy and damp. He unfolded it with numb fingers.

He did not read any farther. He did not need to. The first three words, the address scrawled at the bottom, were enough. The lie about the business trip. The truth of that meeting. The infernal puzzle fell into place in his mind with a silent, final click. His father had not lost his way. He had been lured there.

“If one of the bodies is your father’s...” said a deep voice beside him.

John flinched. Inspector Green had approached without a sound.

In his fifties, he had the massive build of men who had walked the streets for years before ending up behind a desk. His face was a map of worn lines: deep crow’s feet, a furrow between his brows, three days’ worth of beard. But his pale blue eyes still held a disturbing sharpness. In the flickering glow of the last embers, his weathered face was carved by shifting shadows.

“...who are the other three?”

John looked up.

His gaze swept over the frozen crowd, that theater of silent horror.

It came to rest on a familiar figure standing a little apart: Mrs. Dupond.

She was standing straight, too straight, as if an invisible thread were holding her upright. Dressed in an expensive but wrinkled anthracite wool coat, she seemed carved from a block of ice.

Her face, whose features were usually so firm and orderly, thin mouth, straight nose, chestnut hair pulled back into a severe bun, was smooth, emptied of all expression. Her eyes, wide open, were not looking at the fire. They were fixed on a point in the void just ahead of her.

An envelope identical to the one John’s mother had received was pressed against her heart.

A police officer was speaking to her; she did not react.

Two letters.

Green followed his gaze. A swirl of ash, as light as dirty snow, landed on his sleeve. He did not brush it away.

“She’s in the same state as your mother,” he murmured. “She only says one word: ‘Pierre.’”

The name fell into the icy air. Pierre Dupond.

Another founder of The World of Tomorrow.

A shiver, different from the cold, ran through John.

This was no longer a personal tragedy. It was a monstrous coincidence.

“The body next to your father’s,” Green continued, his voice low and neutral. “He was wearing a signet ring. We identified him.”

John did not need him to finish.

The horror took on a new dimension: precise, calculated.

Two men. Two letters. One place.

Chance was no longer an explanation. It was an insult.

He turned his head and caught sight of another silhouette: Mrs. Luiz.

The opposite of Mrs. Dupond. Small, slight, almost collapsed into herself, leaning against the icy hood of a police car. A young, uncomfortable-looking officer was holding her shoulder. Her body was shaken by sobs so violent they seemed almost soundless, producing only a faint, convulsive gasp. Her loose brown hair hid her face. In her small ringed hand, a sheet of paper had been crushed into a damp ball.

Three.

The logic of the nightmare imposed itself, implacable.

He still did not know the how, nor the why.

But the what was now clear: an erasure. Targeted. Methodical.

“Estéban Luiz?” he managed to say.

Green confirmed with a brief nod.

John closed his eyes. The names spun through his mind.

Smith. Dupond. Luiz.

Three pillars.

A fourth was missing: Navarro.

As if in answer to his thought, Green’s radio crackled.

A voice sputtered out a message.

The inspector raised the device to his ear, his features hardening even more. He listened, looked at John, then ended the call.

“Mrs. Navarro just called,” he said. “Her voice was... calm. A kind of calm that isn’t natural. Her husband hasn’t come home. She received a letter this morning. She gave the name: Ed Navarro.”

Four.

The silence that followed was total, absolute.

Even the crackling of the embers seemed to die out.

The icy wind carried more ashes, which settled on John’s shoulders like an early shroud.

It was not an accident.

It was not a suicide.

It was a signature.

Four men.

Four letters.

One single address.

An execution.

Inspector Green broke the silence, putting into words what John was already carrying in his frozen entrails:

“The four founders of The World of Tomorrow.”

John opened his eyes again. The pain inside him hardened.

It turned into a dense, silent, cutting anger.

“Go home,” he said in a voice he did not recognize, speaking toward the space where the two women were standing. “Someone will take you back.”

He turned away and walked toward the car, leaving behind him the smoking ruins and the beginning of his life after.

The cameras were already arriving, their lights trained on the tragedy. He ignored them.

“Drive,” he ordered the driver. “Before this nightmare turns into a spectacle.”

The car pulled away.

Sitting in the back, he stared at the snow-covered road fleeing into the night.

In his fist, his father’s letter had been crushed into a ball of damp paper.

They had gotten them.

All four of them.

And that thought was now clearer and harder than metal.
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Chapter 2 – The Silence of the Dead
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The morgue was too white.

Not the reassuring white of fresh snow or clean sheets.

A harsh, surgical white, without nuance.

A white that absorbed sound and compressed the air, until every breath seemed suspect.

John walked behind the medical examiner.

The man was past fifty. A thin silhouette, almost erased inside a lab coat that was too large. His movements were precise, measured, stripped of all hesitation. No studied slowness. No unnecessary haste. The exact rhythm of those who have learned never to let their hands betray what they already know.

His face bore an old fatigue. Not the kind born of too short a night, but the kind that builds up over the years, from living alongside what the living prefer to ignore. His eyes remained deliberately elsewhere, drifting over the white walls, avoiding John’s. Not out of indifference. Out of restraint.

Here, there was nothing to explain. Only to show.

John walked without really moving forward. His legs obeyed mechanically, but his mind drifted, clinging to fragments with no connection to one another. His father’s voice on the phone a few days earlier. Alive. Ordinary. A slight irritation because lunch had once again been postponed.

I’ll call him back later.

Later no longer existed.

The doctor stopped in front of a metal table. He did not speak immediately. That silence was not professional. It was human. A brief pause, almost imperceptible, granted to the one who was about to look.

“Mr. Smith...”

John nodded. His throat was dry. He wanted to say something, anything, to delay the moment. But no words came.

The sheet was lifted.

What he saw matched nothing familiar.

It was not a body.

A blackened shape, frozen in an alien violence.

A dull pressure crushed his chest.

No tears.

Only air refusing to circulate.

“The identification is conclusive,” said the doctor.

He paused. Barely.

“Yes. It is Adam Smith.”

The yes was enough.

John placed his hand on the cold metal of the table. The contact burned his palm, or perhaps it was the other way around. He was trembling. Not enough for it to be visible. But inside, something was cracking slowly, dangerously, like glass under strain.

He thought of Bryan. Of the way he ran too fast, arms spread wide. Of his father’s voice speaking about his grandson.

He has your eyes. Stubborn.

Those eyes no longer existed.

The doctor turned his head slightly away. A tiny gesture, almost invisible, yet charged with silent modesty.

“My condolences,” he murmured.

John replied without knowing how the words thank you had crossed his lips. He stepped back once, then again. The thing on the table remained there, indifferent. Death did not negotiate. It simply was.

In the corridor, the neon lights hummed faintly. John leaned against the cold wall. An image forced itself upon him, brutal and precise: his father’s office, the late-afternoon light, the smell of leather and old paper. Adam standing behind his desk. Alive. Real.

The contradiction was unbearable.

Then the pain changed shape.

It hardened.

It was not an accident.

––––––––
[image: ]


Late that night, Inspector Elliot Green’s office was bathed in a harsh, cold light.

The room was bare, functional. A neon light that was too white flattened the shadows without managing to erase them. On the desk, a cup of lukewarm coffee sat abandoned, growing cold. A brown ring stained the bottom of the mug. Green had not touched it.

Every time he closed his eyes, the image came back.

The charred body.

Always the same one.

John sat across from him. But Green had the strange sensation of looking at a portrait rather than a man. The features were the same. Yet behind the eyes, something had withdrawn. Where there had once been a tired determination, tinged with political compromise, there was now only a mineral coldness. Stable. Disturbing.

Green watched him without speaking. Not with the professional distance of a policeman facing a victim’s relative. With the weary caution of those who recognize, in another, the precise moment when an inner line has been crossed.

The silence stretched on. Dense. Heavy with the smell of stale coffee and distant ashes.

“What are you going to do now, John?”

Green’s voice was low, hoarse, worn down by sleepless hours.

John slowly raised his head. In his eyes, the pain had frozen. It was no longer shifting. It had hardened.

“What I should have done a long time ago.”

He placed his hands flat on the table. To anchor himself. Or to keep his fingers from trembling.

“They eliminated the four pillars of The World of Tomorrow. They have to be stopped.”

The name fell into the room like a shadow.

Green straightened slightly. His chair groaned beneath him.

“Listen to me. Don’t do anything stupid. We’re going to shut down their offices. Search the archives. Cross-check the testimonies. Procedure, John. We’ll corner them eventually. They always leave traces.”

A brief, humorless grimace crossed John’s face.

“You’ve already lost.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Yes, I do.”

John leaned forward slightly.

“They don’t hide. They sign. They finance. They smile. And nobody shoots at the people who pay for the schools.”

Green’s gaze hardened. Not out of skepticism. Out of recognition. He had already seen that mechanism at work. It rarely ruined institutions. Almost always lives.

“Everyone leaves a trace,” he said nonetheless, even though he could hear the lie in his own voice. “We’ll find something.”

John replied without raising his voice. Every word fell with the slowness of frost.

“You won’t find any traces. They are the system. You’ll search empty offices. You’ll question smiling lawyers. You’ll follow money that will have vanished into tax havens. And in six months, maybe a year, the case will be closed.”

He paused.

“Collective suicide of indebted businessmen. That’s their trace. A story. A clean lie.”

He stood up slowly. Fatigue weighed on every movement, but it did not slow him down.

“Good luck.”

Green stood up as well, faster this time, and held out his hand. A simple gesture. Man to man.

“Don’t do anything crazy, John. Revenge is a bottomless well.”

An almost imperceptible smile brushed John’s lips. Sad. Final.

“No promises.”

He shook Green’s hand briefly, then left the office.

His footsteps echoed through the empty corridor. Dry. Steady. Like a countdown already begun.

Green remained motionless for a long moment, his gaze fixed on the closed door. The cup of cold coffee looked like a miniature epitaph on the desk.

He knew that look.

The look of those who cross the line.

And who, on the other side, see nothing but the target.
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The Smith house was steeped in an unfamiliar heaviness.

Ordinarily a refuge of calm and soft light, it seemed that evening saturated with a silence too dense, laden with the smell of fading flowers and grief gone stale.

The living-room clock hammered out the seconds. Each beat seemed to thicken the air, like a fine, icy rain that never stopped falling.

On the sofa, Johanna and Mrs. Smith remained motionless. Two griefs side by side, without touching.

Johanna sat upright, her hands resting on her knees, her gaze fixed on an invisible point. Her face was pale, closed off, almost mineral.

Mrs. Smith, curled beneath a black shawl, seemed to have withdrawn into herself. A pitiful shield against a
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The truth exists. But it is not enough.
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