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Prologue
 
   Liliane Genet’s murderer was waiting in the room next door and she couldn’t wait to join him. She was about to die in the most pleasurable way possible.
 
   Liliane was beautiful. She wasn’t that young anymore, but at forty-one, she was still very attractive. Since her divorce, she had paid special attention to her looks: personal trainer, gym membership, low-carb diets, skin therapy and thousands of euros invested in her new physique. 
 
   She tossed her panties on the floor of her bathroom and glanced at her stomach. It was flat and firm. She turned around to look at her ass and smiled. She was proud of it. Round and thick. Her personal trainer was right: squatting was the best way to reshape her bottom, and she was now reaping the results. In addition to a great body, she had regained confidence. Lots of confidence. And lots of men. Her new lover was beautiful. He looked much younger than he really was, but still looked mature and charismatic. He had a strong and powerful body. His muscles were chiseled, which made him extremely manly. Liliane had never slept with such a man before. She was almost shy, and impressed to have him waiting for her in her bedroom. It almost felt like a dream. She couldn’t believe how horny she was. This man was dangerous.
 
   She stepped out of the bathroom, her heart beating like a drum. Wearing a black silk dressing gown with red high heels, she was completely naked underneath. She looked at her lover’s eyes, and all she could see was lust. His gaze was deep and intense. My god, his eyes, she thought. She loved his eyes.
 
   The speakers of her laptop were playing soft and relaxing music, while her bedroom was lit by candlelight. It was perfect. He was perfect. She glanced at his washboard abs and felt butterflies deep in her guts. She was willing to do anything to please him. They made love, and time seemed to stop. Liliane Genet was swept away by her lover’s skills. He was truly amazing. Then, he asked her to turn around, face down. She didn’t think twice; she immediately did as he asked. She heard him move behind her and reach for something. She felt something cold around her wrists and heard a metallic sound. Click!
 
   She figured she was being handcuffed, and felt even more aroused. That man was so damn kinky. The cold feeling was quickly followed by pain. Not extreme pain, but short and intense. Like needles on her back and her ass. Candle wax, she thought. She absolutely loved it. They made love again and she felt him climax a second time. But this time was different, though. Liliane Genet felt a tight grip around her neck. Her lover’s hands were choking her. Erotic asphyxiation? Maybe. She waited for him to release her, hoping this wouldn’t last too long. She waited. She didn’t particularly enjoy it but why not, she thought. She waited more, until her chest started to hurt. She opened her bulging eyes and tears rolled on her pillow. 
 
   Please, stop now, she thought. Her lungs were burning, desperately looking for air. That was enough. She tried to get away from his grip and thrashed and jerked, but he was holding her so tight that she was pinned on the bed. Trapped. Her arousal quickly disappeared, replaced by fear. What the hell was he doing? What was going on? Why? Impossible to move. She panicked and tried to shout. She tried to call for help and prayed this wasn’t what she thought it was. Was he trying to kill her?
 
   Help! Help! she cried out in her head. No sound came out. The room was deadly quiet, except for the music from her computer. She jerked one last time before her body gave up, exhausted. Lifeless. Dead.
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   John Montclair was staring out the window, cell-phone stuck to his ear. It was cloudy and cold outside, a typical November afternoon in Paris, France.
 
    “Next Friday? Let me see…” he said.
 
   “Oh, come on, John. Don’t pretend to be so busy,” his ex-wife Julie said. “I’m taking care of Claire every day. School, homework, dinner, shower, bed-time, everything. You don’t even have to do all that on weekends.”
 
   “That’s not the point, Julie. I’m happy to spend time with my daughter…” he said, shaking his head. 
 
   “But?”
 
   John hesitated and took a deep breath. “She told me that you keep coming home with new boyfriends all the time. I don’t think a five-year-old need to see how active her mother is with her dating life. She should stay with me. All the time. At least, until you find your perfect match.”
 
   He heard Julie sighing. “Hey, stop being sarcastic. I’ve given up the idea of finding someone perfect since we’ve been married. And she’s just a kid. She exaggerates. It’s not that often and when it happens, she’s always in bed.”
 
   “Not asleep, apparently… She knows when somebody’s with you. If she ever hears anything gross, I warn you I will–”
 
   “Listen,” Julie said, a hint of impatience in her voice. “I would never do anything that could hurt my little baby, so don’t–”
 
   “Our little baby,” John said, raising his voice.
 
   Julie paused for a moment, surprised by the interruption. “Yes… Our daughter.” 
 
   “I’m still her father. Always will be. No matter how many new daddies you bring her home.”
 
   “John, stop it. We sound like two thirty-five-year-old kids arguing. You know I want what’s best for Claire just as much as you do.”
 
   John kept silent on the phone. Their divorce was still fresh. Just a year old. Twelve months of silent agony, self-doubt, regrets and uncertainty. Ten years of marriage gone down the drain and one little girl caught in between.
 
   Julie exhaled loudly. “I need to move on with my life, and I will choose based on what’s best for Claire as well. You’re a police Detective, you have odd hours, you fight crime and always make enemies. You can’t come home covered with blood and expect her not to notice. That’s not what our daughter needs.”
 
   John had been stabbed in the thigh during a fight two years earlier. An ex-convict he’d sent to jail was back on the streets, and had decided to get revenge. Claire wasn’t asleep that night when John came home, injured and bleeding. 
 
   “I was doing my job. It was your job to make sure she was in bed when I got home that night,” he said. “It was midnight, for Christ’s sake.”
 
   “John, that’s just not right for her. Do you understand? What’s next? We live in two different worlds. I’m a fund manager, my schedule is fixed, people around me are educated and peaceful. I’m more likely to make better decisions regarding Claire’s future. Plus…” Julie said, hesitating. “I make more money than you. It’s better like that. You need to accept the judge’s decision, John…”
 
   John closed his eyes and clenched his jaw. Resilient. “Alright. Friday after school until Sunday night, then.”
 
   “Evening. You can’t bring her home too late or she won’t fall asleep. Then she’ll be moody on Monday morning and will be late for school.”
 
   John shook his head and frowned. “Who is it this time?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Your new boyfriend. You’re going to see him next week-end, right? That’s why you ‘allow’ me to see Claire.”
 
   “He’s not my boyfriend. Just a date. I met him at work. Good career, good-looking, good sense of humor. Why?”
 
   “Just asking,” he lied. Since their divorce, John hadn’t been in any meaningful relationship. Not that he wasn’t attractive, though. His size usually got women’s attention. It was hard for him not to be noticed, actually. He was fairly tall and well built – 6 feet 3 for 220 pounds. Most of it, lean muscle mass; the results of fifteen years of discipline at the gym and inside a boxing ring.
 
   The problem wasn’t a lack of demand. The problem was internal. John didn’t believe in relationships anymore. He wasn’t ready to trust again. His relationship with Julie had been passionate with lots of ups and downs, and he hadn’t completely moved on. He was stuck in the past, in what he believed were the best years of his life.
 
   But apparently, his ex-wife didn’t share the same struggles.
 
   “Kiss Claire goodnight for me,” he said before hanging up. 
 
   John decided to go to the gym. A quick forty-minute session of resistance training followed by twenty minutes of cardio would cheer him up. It was also his social networking time. Many dealers, hustlers and ex-convicts trained at the same gym. All ethnicities were represented: whites, blacks, Arabics, Asians. It was a French melting pot due to France’s colonial past and influence in many African and South East Asian countries.
 
   John knew many of the guys out there. Most of them knew him as well. He had recruited the majority of his snitches there, either by building trust over time or by using force. He nodded at a few familiar faces, shook a few hands and started lifting. When he was done, he took a shower and went to a small Thai restaurant. The owner was an old friend. John had his habits. A bachelor’s routine, as his friend liked to tease him. Always the same table. The same dish. The same beverage. It was already dark outside and the streets were empty. People were home, getting ready for another week of work, eagerly waiting for the next week-end. An average Sunday night in Paris. 
 
   On the way home, John stopped at a boulangerie – a bakery. He bought a baguette and looked at the cakes. Claire loved strawberry cakes. Next week-end, he thought. As he stepped out, his cell-phone rang. It was his partner, Detective Sovann Yim. Sovann was the same age as John, a little shorter but with broad shoulders. He lived with his girlfriend, a woman whose parents were immigrants from Morocco. No children. His parents were Cambodian refugees but he was born in France and had never been to Asia. He was what they called a banana – yellow outside, white inside. 
 
   “What’s going on?” John said.
 
   “Man, you have to come here,” Sovann said.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “White woman. Middle-aged. I’d say early forties. Attractive. Quite wealthy. She was supposed to have dinner with her sister but didn’t show up. So the sister went to her apartment and found her body.”
 
   “Shit,” John said, pressing his fingers against his eyes. Work. He had expected to spend the night reading a good book in bed. “Where are you?”
 
   “Bastille,” Sovann said, referring to the metro station. “Roquette Street. It’s a mess, you’ll see the police cars and the ambulance. Where are you?”
 
   “At home. I’ll take the metro, it should be fast,” John said as he walked to the station. He lived at Place d’Italie, just a few stations away from Bastille. “What happened to her?”
 
   “Asphyxia.”
 
   “Suicide?”
 
   “Murdered. But not the way you might imagine.”
 
   “What am I supposed to imagine?”
 
   “There was no violence. No sign of obvious struggle. Most likely, she was consenting when it happened…”
 
   “Sexual games?”
 
   “Something like that. Her body is covered with candle wax.”
 
   “She was living alone?”
 
   “Yep. Divorced. Took an apartment on her own.”
 
   “Did you call the ex-husband?”
 
   “Yes. He was out of town for the whole week end, gambling. We checked with his hotel, he’s telling the truth.”
 
   “Anyone else we can call? Children?”
 
   “Nope. But apparently, she was trying to adopt. We found some documentation.”
 
   John took a bite of baguette and gave half of it to a homeless man. He wasn’t going to have time to finish it. 
 
   “Okay… I’ll be there in ten minutes.”
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   The Dark Stallion was walking in the streets and smiling. A young woman, probably a student, caught his eyes and smiled back. Women usually smiled at him. Women liked him. Women found him charming and entertaining. 
 
   Despite being nearly forty, he looked exceptionally young for his age. No more than thirty, according to all his female friends. He took great care of his appearance because he liked it and because he could afford to. His professional situation allowed him a lot of flexibility and it paid pretty well. An important part of his budget was dedicated to his wardrobe and his many “accessories”. The bag he was carrying was full of these “accessories” and he no longer needed them. He tossed the bag in an empty bin and kept walking without looking around.
 
   He was satisfied. Proud of himself. Fulfilled. He was strolling along the pavement with no particular destination in mind. He didn’t want to go home. Not yet. He needed to fill his lungs with the cold air of Paris, the city of love.
 
   He could still smell Liliane Genet’s perfume. She was a beautiful and successful manager for a big bank at La Défense, Europe’s largest business center. He could still see her green eyes filled with lust when he manacled her in her bed, completely naked except for her red high heels. She was so delicious. He had been fantasizing about her for weeks. And today, he had finally taken her. 
 
   He had been attracted to her physique, but not only that. The Dark Stallion needed more stimulation. There were hundreds and hundreds of beautiful women out there but many of them were dumb. He needed some kind of connection. His sexual arousal was at its peak when he was also stimulated intellectually. It was part of the challenge. 
 
   The Dark Stallion loved beautiful and powerful women. Independent women. Strong women with authority and successful careers. It made them more unattainable, more desirable. And whenever they finally gave in and opened up to him, it made him feel even more powerful. There was no thrill in picking the low-hanging fruits. Only the rare ones were worth his time.
 
   Liliane was extremely hungry sexually. She was divorced and had been too busy with work to find any really interesting partner. The Dark Stallion spotted her immediately as his type the first time they met. He knew she was seeing other men. But she wasn’t satisfied. He knew instantly that she was a rare one. He felt it deep in his guts. 
 
   Liliane was a screamer. She begged at lot in bed, and he absolutely loved that. He loved it when women begged and moaned for his mercy. Especially when they were the ones giving orders outside of the bedroom. There was nothing more exciting. 
 
   The Dark Stallion could rarely climax without seeing some sort of pain and confusion in his victim’s eyes. But recently, he’d changed his method. Looking into women’s eyes as they were dying of asphyxia under the firm pressure of his fingers was divine but it was also distracting. A few times, his orgasms had been ruined by the dull look in the eyes of his victims. It was a big turn-off. Now, he preferred to have them lying on their stomach, arms manacled behind their backs, and slowly slide his hand beneath their throat. It was more subtle. That way, he could feel them jerking and thrashing under him, fighting for their life. 
 
   He liked to take his time. He usually allowed the women to have more pleasure than he did before killing them. After all, it was their very last time. He was offering them a gift, something very few people could afford – dying in the middle of an orgasm. It was the most beautiful and honorable way to die. Pleasure until the very last minute.
 
   He went into a café and ordered a hot chocolate. He liked to blend in with the crowd. Bastille’s area was always lively and there was always something to watch. He could start a conversation with a lonely woman sitting next to him. Or watch the people around him. Or exchange phone numbers with tourists. He could always find something to do. Beautiful and smart women were everywhere. He just needed to pay attention. 
 
   After half an hour, he paid the bill and left. He kept wandering the whole afternoon but didn’t talk to anyone. It was getting late. Nothing interesting. Or maybe he wasn’t in the mood anymore. After all, sleeping with Liliane before killing her had been exhausting. He came three times with her. Two times when she was still alive. One more time after. 
 
   Taking random chances with strangers in the streets wasn’t the best use of his time. The best probabilities were always at work, with coworkers. And he was just a few hours away from Monday morning, when the hunt would start again.
 
   Just an average Sunday night in Paris.
 
   He headed for the metro. He didn’t want to take a taxi. He wanted to be lost in the crowd, be elbow-to-elbow with innocent people while walking away from a crime scene. That was freedom.
 
   He started to feel cold and walked more quickly into the bowels of the Parisian metro. He didn’t see the tall man coming up in front of him, and they bumped into each other. 
 
   “Excuse me,” the tall man said.
 
   The Dark Stallion said nothing. He grunted and simply glanced at him without a word. The man was pretty strong. The Dark Stallion wasn’t hurt, but still a bit shocked by the impact.
 
   The tall man had short black hair, a little bit of beard and a strong jaw. He was wearing a gray hoodie and black sweatpants, with white sneakers. Probably coming from the gym or something. And he was eating a baguette. 
 
   “I said excuse me; you don’t know how to say sorry or what?” the tall man said behind him.
 
   The Dark Stallion looked away and just kept walking. Parisians were so rude. 
 
   Asshole. 
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   John climbed up the stairs to get out of the metro station. He turned left and took rue de la Roquette. He could see the police cars and the ambulance blocking the street ahead. Pedestrians were gathered all around, all taking pictures and videos with their cell-phones. 
 
   “Police. Police, excuse me,” John said, elbowing his way through the crowd. “God damn it, get that phone out of my face,” he said, pushing people aside. 
 
   “John! Over here,” Sovann said when he saw him. “This is Detective Montclair, he’s with us,” he said to the man in uniform blocking the way. 
 
   They shook hands and walked up to the woman’s apartment. It was a modern two bedroom flat, decorated with lots of glass and wood. 
 
   “This way,” Sovann said, flashing his thumb in the direction of the bedroom.
 
   The victim was naked, on her stomach, with her hands handcuffed behind her back. Her legs were spread apart and John saw her intimate parts right away. She was in good shape. Not overweight, not skinny. Healthy. Her skin was covered with red candle wax. Mostly on her back and her ass. 
 
   John walked to the side of the bed to see her face. She was bluish-purple. No doubt about the cause of death. John looked around the room. Everything seemed in place and tidy. Whoever had killed her had sneaked in or was invited. She hadn’t been fighting with her murderer. Her clothes were neatly folded on an armchair. Her purse was on her desk. Her laptop was still turned on, playing soft music. Candles had been lit in different corners of the room. Nothing broken. 
 
   “Looks like she was having fun with someone before it turned bad for her,” John said.
 
   Sovann crossed his arms. “She’s been raped too. Kind of.”
 
   “What? Doesn’t look like a rape scene to me,” John said, squinting at his partner.
 
   “The medical examiner says there was sexual intercourse before her death. And after as well.”
 
   “A maniac,” John whispered. “Pubic hair? Semen? Anything?”
 
   “Of course not,” said Sovann with a dry smile. “It would make our job too easy.”
 
   “Who is she?”
 
   “Liliane Genet. Forty-one. Head of securities for Groupe Finaris.”
 
   “A banker,” John said. “Where’s her sister?”
 
   Sovann motioned his head to the side. “Kitchen. She needed something strong. We found her some Vodka in the living room.”
 
   “I hope she’s still sober. I need to ask her a few questions,” John said, walking to the kitchen. 
 
   “Her name is Amandine Blanc,” Sovann said.
 
   John nodded and went in the kitchen. 
 
   “I’m Detective Johnathan Montclair. I’m sorry for your sister,” John said, extending a hand as he approached her.
 
   “Amandine Blanc,” she said, shaking his hand. John noticed a ring on her left hand. She and Liliane looked very similar. She didn’t seem drunk yet but her gaze looked empty. Still in shock, he thought.
 
   “You might want to stop with the vodka for now. When did you talk to your sister for the last time?”
 
   “Yesterday,” Amandine said. “Just to confirm about tonight’s dinner.”
 
   “Did she mention anything about her plans for today?”
 
   “She said she’d see a friend.”
 
   “No name?”
 
   Amandine shook her head. “I just know she was quite… active.”
 
   John frowned. “Can you be more specific?” he asked.
 
   “She’s been divorced for a couple of years. She said she felt free. She’s had quite a number of partners since then, if you know what I mean.”
 
   “Did she have a favorite way of finding these partners? Dating websites maybe?” Sovann asked.
 
   Amandine shook her head again. “She couldn’t. Not with her professional position. Having her profile published on the Internet was too dangerous.”
 
   “Did she tell you how she met her partners then? Did she go to speed-dating events, or any place where she could meet single men?” John said.
 
   “She didn’t have time, and I really don’t picture her attending that kind of thing. Most likely, she met them at work,” Amandine said before taking another sip of vodka.
 
   John and Sovann asked a few more questions and left Amandine alone. 
 
   “What do you think?” Sovann asked. “You think she’s telling the truth?”
 
   “What’s your gut feeling?” John said.
 
   “I think she’s telling the truth.”
 
   John nodded. “Me too…”
 
   “First thing in the morning tomorrow, we’ll have to go to her office. But we need to keep the media away from the case. I’m afraid the bank’s PR department might give us some BS,” Sovann said.
 
   “You’re right. Can you deal with that? Talk to the neighbors. Make them understand they must shut their mouths. We don’t want the identity of the victim all over the news. The murderer will think he’s becoming a celebrity.”
 
   Sovann nodded and left the apartment. John went back to the bedroom and sighed. He glanced at Liliane’s naked body. Her ass in particular. The murderer was a man of taste. He loved beautiful and curvy women. And most likely, he was attractive in women’s eyes too. 
 
   Liliane had money and social status. She had choice. The murderer had had permission to be in her bed. He’d been tested and approved. He wasn’t an average Joe; probably someone with equal status, or smart enough to be up to her standards. He hadn’t killed her like a barbarian. No weapons involved. No blood. He had made love to her first and only then killed her, once she felt safe enough to let him handcuff her. 
 
   John walked around the bedroom but didn’t find anything of interest. He approached her desk and looked inside her purse. Her cell-phone was still inside. She hadn’t bothered to take it out; probably too busy with her lover. 
 
   John grabbed the phone. It was password protected. Of course. He went back to the kitchen and nodded at Amandine.
 
   “Excuse me. Do you know your sister’s PIN code by any chance?” he asked.
 
   She rolled up her eyes, thinking. “Try 4990 maybe…”
 
   John typed the four digits. “Nope.” Two attempts to go before locking the SIM card. 
 
   “Mmm. Maybe it’s 9440 then, I’m not sure,” she said, her voice sleepy and hoarse. 
 
   She’s drunk, John thought. He tried again. Still blocked. “Last chance,” he said. “Think hard and go easy with the vodka. I need your help to find who killed your sister.”
 
   “Oh no, it’s 9049,” she said.
 
   “Last chance, Amandine. Are you sure?”
 
   “Sure,” she said, nodding.
 
   John looked at her for a moment, trying to decide whether she knew what she was talking about or not. He typed the new code anyway and crossed his fingers. 
 
   Bienvenue. 
 
   John sighed. “Thank you, Amandine,” he said. “And put that damn bottle down. It’s not going to help, for Christ’s sake!”
 
   John checked the logs. The last call was from Amandine. She had called for dinner. Before her, there was a call from her mother. Not interesting. John scrolled down and checked the next name: Dan. More than seven hours ago. It matched. Could be their guy. John called back.
 
   “Hello?” A man said, excited. As if he had been waiting for that call for a long time.
 
   “Who’s talking?” John said with a low and powerful voice. The Detective lieutenant type of voice.
 
   “Excuse me? Why are you using Lily’s phone? Who are you?” The man said, confused. 
 
   Lily… they were close enough to have cute nicknames, John thought.
 
   “Police. Detective Johnathan Montclair. Who am I talking to?” John said with authority.
 
   The man paused. “Daniel Dupont. What’s wrong?” 
 
   The surprise in his voice sounded genuine. But it could also be deceptive, John thought. “What’s your relationship with Liliane Genet?”
 
   “We… we just work together,” Daniel said. John picked up on the hesitation in his voice.
 
   “Groupe Finaris?” John asked.
 
   “Yes. Why?”
 
   “Which position?”
 
   “Sir, I don’t like being –”
 
   “You’re the prime suspect in the murder of Mrs. Genet,” John said with a threatening tone. That should shake him up, he thought. “Answer my question.”
 
   “I’m the head of human resource. I didn’t do anything, I was –”
 
   “Can I have your personal address, please?”
 
   Daniel seemed reluctant but gave him what he wanted.
 
   “No meeting tomorrow?” John asked.
 
   “I’ll be available the whole day. Why do you –”
 
   “Excellent. We’ll pay you a visit tomorrow morning. 9:00 a.m. don’t be late,” John said before hanging up.
 
   
  
 



4
 
   The previous night, John had asked Sovann to do a bit of surveillance work in case Daniel decided to run away. He didn’t. He was too smart to disappear when the police had an eye on him. Or maybe, he was just innocent. There was only one way to know.
 
   John and Sovann showed up at the reception of Groupe Finaris’s headquarters at 8:50 a.m. They were wearing suits, ties and trench coats. They asked for Daniel Dupont without mentioning they were Detectives. Better to keep a low profile at this stage of the investigation.
 
   The receptionist dialed a number, nodded and gave them visitors’ badges. She invited them to sit in the waiting area and asked them if they wanted anything to drink. Black coffee for both of them.
 
   “How did it go with the neighbors yesterday?” John asked.
 
   “They understood,” Sovann said, nodding. “Using a bit of legal mumbo jumbo always works.”
 
   John nodded and smiled. Sovann was tricky but he knew how to get the job done. Whatever six-or-seven-syllables words he’d used would prevent people from gossiping and spreading the word about Liliane Genet’s death.
 
   At 9:08 a.m., John checked his watch and started to drum his fingers on his thigh. He was impatient. At 9:14 a.m., a soft and pleasant female voice spoke to them from behind. “Gentlemen, how can I help you?” she said.
 
   John and Sovann turned around at the same time. John’s pupils dilated and it felt like time was slowing down. The woman standing in front of them was stunning. Brunette. Intense black eyes. Olive skin. No ring on her left hand. Hour glass body shape. Slim jacket. Tight knee-high skirt. High heels. Dressed for success.
 
   She’s gorgeous, he thought.
 
   “We’re here to meet Daniel Dupont,” Sovann said while John was recovering from his short reverie.
 
   “I’m sorry, Mr. Dupont is attending a workshop today,” she said.
 
   “We had an appointment,” Sovann insisted. 
 
   “I’m really sorry. It must be a mistake. He won’t be in the office today,” she said.
 
   Son of a bitch, John thought, regaining self-control. Either he lied to me or he modified his plans to avoid us. 
 
   “If there’s anything I can do, please contact me and I’ll let Mr. Dupont know,” she said, producing two business cards from her jacket pocket. 
 
   John glanced at his quickly. Cécile Lucibello, Human Resources followed by her email address and phone number.
 
   “We’d like to ask you a few questions about Mr. Dupont and Liliane Genet,” John said.
 
   Her lips pinched and her eyes flickered to the side. “Excuse me. Who are you?” she said. Her attitude changed instantly. 
 
   “Do you have a minute?” John asked.
 
   “I’m sorry, but I’m expected for a meeting,” she said.
 
   “Can we talk later then? Maybe tonight, after work?” John said.
 
   “I’m sorry. Who are you again?” she insisted.
 
   “Detectives Johnathan Montclair and Sovann Yim,” John said, flashing his police badge. “We’re working on a case involving Mr. Dupont and Mrs. Genet. We can’t tell you more at the moment but we need your cooperation and discretion. It’s really important.”
 
   “Am I… risking anything by talking to you?” she said.
 
   “Nothing at all,” John said. “You have nothing to worry about.”
 
   She hesitated and finally agreed. They exchanged numbers and she told them she would call back in the evening. At 6:30 p.m., Sovann decided to go to Daniel’s house to wait for him. Meanwhile, John came back to Groupe Finaris. Cécile wasn’t done working yet, so he waited for her in a café. He ordered an espresso and thought about her. 
 
   She was probably in her early thirties, hardworking and focused on her career. A typical working girl in the city. She had a slight accent. She wasn’t originally from Paris. Most likely, she was from the South of France. Depending on the region, people who lived near the Mediterranean Sea had a way of talking that sounded like music. They were generally out-going and friendly, unlike most people in the capital. John had heard a lot of tourists say that Paris was a beautiful city. The only problem was its inhabitants. He couldn’t really disagree. 
 
   Cécile seemed like a very sweet woman, willing to help. John decided that she hadn’t been living in Paris for more than two years. Three maximum. She was still in that infamous incubating period that would transform her into a typical Parisian: cold, always in a hurry, cynical, unsatisfied with life, always complaining and thinking the rest of the country still lived in the Middle Ages.   
 
   At 7:00 p.m., Sovann called him. “John?” he said. “Are you with Cécile?”
 
   “Not yet,” John said, pushing his cup of coffee aside. “Still waiting for her call. What about Dupont?”
 
   “Yeah, I just talked to him,” Sovann sighed.
 
   “Doesn’t sound like it went your way.”
 
   “He refuses to answer my questions. He doesn’t bite into the usual legal BS. The guy is educated. He knows we don’t have anything solid.”
 
   “Okay… Why do you think he’s not cooperating?”
 
   “He could be a very private person. He could be worried about saying something stupid without the presence of his lawyer.”
 
   “Or he could be scared and have something to hide.”
 
   “Yeah. Hard to tell for now.”
 
   “Alright. I’ll see what I can get with Cécile. It should give us a better idea of the guy.”
 
   John hung up and waited for another half hour before Cécile called him.
 
   “Mr. Montclair? I’m about to leave the office now,” she said. “Where do you want to meet?”
 
   “I’ll be waiting at the reception desk.”
 
   Cécile was wearing a red coat, and a brown handbag was swinging in her hand. John recognized the Louis Vuitton pattern and the golden logo. He extended his hand and nodded. “Thank you for your time, Madame Lucibello,” he said.
 
   “Mademoiselle,” she said. “And don’t be so formal please. I’m already pretty nervous about talking with a police officer. Call me Cécile.”
 
   Her tone was still friendly but her voice was shaking a bit. She crossed her arms and seemed to shrug. She couldn’t be cold; they were still in the building. Defensive reaction and stress, John thought. “Relax,” he said. He needed to make her feel comfortable if he wanted her to talk. “You have nothing to worry about.”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Want to eat something?” John suggested. “We don’t need to do this here.”
 
   She hesitated.
 
   “My treat,” he added to convince her. “Wherever you want.”
 
   She tucked her hair behind her ear and nodded. “There’s a good bistro near the metro station.”
 
   They walked side by side, and John decided it was a good time for small talk. He was right about her, except for her age. She was twenty-nine and had moved to Paris eighteen months ago from Montpellier, where she’d lived her entire life until then. She loved her job and was dedicated. Had broken up with her boyfriend because of the distance and lived alone in the suburbs, but still very close to Paris. Cheaper. 
 
   A waiter motioned them to sit next to the window to enjoy the view. There was nothing to see outside, and John told him they wanted to be inside. Warmer. 
 
   John didn’t really have the money to invite someone for dinner. Even though his ex-wife was making more than him, he was still expected to provide for his daughter. Plus, the rent in Paris was outrageous; and since the divorce, there wasn’t anyone to split the bill with anymore.  
 
   John ordered a ham and cheese sandwich. Cécile looked at him through her long eyelashes and bit her lower lip. She took a salad. John had unconsciously set the level of expectation. Cécile had good manners. She wasn’t going to order anything fancy when he was just eating a sandwich. As soon as he realized it, John regretted his lack of courtesy.
 
   Damn it, it’s not a date, he thought, even though he wasn’t really sure about it. He was the one who had insisted on meeting her instead of interrogating Daniel Dupont.
 
   “I’m on a diet,” she said, as if she could guess his financial situation. She really didn’t need any diet, and John knew she was trying to make him feel better.
 
   “Me too,” he said with a smile.
 
   He really liked her.
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   John took a bite of his sandwich and decided it was time to get down to business.
 
   “Why did you seem reluctant when we asked you about Dupont and Genet this morning?” he said, looking at her straight in the eyes. He wanted to catch any sign of hesitation.
 
   “I didn’t expect that question, that’s all,” she said.
 
   “There is something between them, right?” he asked.
 
   “You probably already know the answer, don’t you? You wouldn’t ask me otherwise,” she said. 
 
   “Do you know anything about it?”
 
   She paused. “Just rumors…”
 
   He nodded but kept silent, encouraging her to continue. His eyes were locked on hers.
 
   “Please, don’t look at me like that. I just heard rumors. I’m just telling you what I know,” she said, blushing.
 
   “You didn’t tell me much so far,” he said. “What kind of rumors?”
 
   “Well, rumors, you know how it works,” she said, avoiding his eyes.
 
   “Not really,” he said. “But maybe you can help me.”
 
   “Office rumors, you know. People working together, getting closer and crossing the line.”
 
   “Extramarital affairs?”
 
   She nodded, raising her eyebrows and pouting in an expression of disapproval and disgust. “That’s not what I expected when I came to work here, but seems like it’s pretty common.”
 
   John knew that Liliane Genet was divorced. But Daniel Dupont was married. That’s why he doesn’t want to talk to us, John thought.
 
   “So Daniel Dupont and Liliane Genet are lovers,” he said, using the present tense on purpose. To the general public, Liliane Genet was still alive.
 
   “At least, they used to be. I heard that she broke up with him a couple of weeks ago,” she said.
 
   We’re making progress, John thought. It could be a crime of passion.
 
   “What can you tell me about Mr. Dupont?” he asked.
 
   “Competent, smart. He has lots of social and practical intelligence. But at the same time, he’s very bossy, demanding. He’s a control freak, very detail oriented. He hates when people mess with his files at work. He can be very scary…”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “He’s not very stable, emotionally. He’s got a high IQ but he doesn’t know how to manage his emotions. It’s just awful. He gets upset easily and shouts and slams his hands on his desk. Sometimes, we wonder if he’s going to throw his keyboard at us, you know…”
 
   John nodded. Violent behavior. Probably possessive and jealous as well, he thought. But also socially intelligent? Kind of a bipolar guy then. A crime of passion seemed even more plausible.
 
   Cécile glanced at her watch and cleared her throat. “Excuse me, but it’s getting late and I have to catch my RER.”
 
   John remembered she lived outside Paris. She had to take the RER, the suburban train, in addition to the metro.
 
   Shit. We were just getting started…
 
   “Sure, I understand,” he said reluctantly. “Before you go, is there anything you want to tell me about Mr. Dupont or his relationship with Mrs. Genet? Anything special or unusual?”
 
   She shook her head but didn’t look at him, like she was holding back. “No, nothing.”
 
   She’s lying, John thought. “Alright, thanks for your cooperation Cécile. I really appreciate it,” he said.
 
    
 
   He asked for the bill, paid and walked to the metro station with her. Both of them were silent. 
 
   “You’re sure there’s nothing more you want to tell me?” he asked one last time when they arrived at the turnstiles. 
 
   She shook her head. 
 
   John looked around him, scanning his environment. An automatic thing to do at night. But also a habit after ten years in the police. He was used to detecting possible threats and suspicious behaviors.
 
   “Alright. You’re going to be okay? Isn’t it dangerous for you to carry such an expensive bag at night?” he said, pointing at her Louis Vuitton purse. 
 
   She smiled. “It’s a fake one.”
 
   “Real or fake, I can’t tell the difference. And I’m pretty sure it wouldn’t make any difference either for this group of guys on the left,” he said. She instinctively started to turn her head, but John gently touched her chin and stopped her. “Don’t look at them. Look at me. Trust me, they’re here,” he warned her.
 
   She stared at him and John felt his guts twisting. His index finger was still on her face. She was beautiful.
 
   “I’ll be fine. Thank you, Mr. Montclair,” she said, with a confident voice. She didn’t push his hand away.
 
   John lowered his arm.
 
   “Don’t be so formal,” he said smiling. “Call me John.”
 
   She smiled. “Good night, John. Good luck with your investigation,” she said.
 
   He nodded and watched her go. Then he turned around and pretended to walk out of the station. As he expected, the three men who had been idling suddenly got into motion, pushing themselves off the wall.
 
   Bastards, he thought.
 
   He saw them running. He rushed back inside and jumped over a turnstile, pushing a man who was about to get in as he did. “Sorry. Emergency,” he said.
 
   “Hey! You!” a voice shouted behind him. A controller.
 
   John ignored him. He’d lost the three men. There were five different directions, each one leading to a different metro line. He had no idea which one to take. Cécile hadn’t told him where she lived exactly, so he couldn’t guess which line she was supposed to take. 
 
   Shit!
 
   A woman screamed. He recognized her voice. It was her. The three men were attacking Cécile. The voice was coming from the right. John sprinted in her direction, and in less than eight seconds he saw them. A man with a leather jacket was pulling Cécile’s bag while the other two were grabbing her arms. One of them had sunglasses and the other was wearing a baseball cap.
 
   John kept running, his feet pounding the ground. Leather Jacket heard him coming. He turned his face and his eyes grew bigger when he saw the huge fist approaching. He didn’t have time to avoid it, and John smashed his face. Blood shot through his broken nose. His head bobbed up and down. He fell on his back, both hands on his face.
 
   The impact had helped John slow down, and he stood at an angle in front of Baseball Cap. His mouth was open in an O. A punch was too risky, John decided. The man was too close to Cécile and he could hit her by accident. In a split second, he fired a low kick, his shin biting the flesh of the man’s thigh. Baseball Cap screamed, touched his leg, lost his balance and joined his friend on the floor.
 
   The third man was shaking. Behind his sunglasses, John knew his eyes were wide open. In terror. 
 
   “Get the fuck out of here,” John said in a low, threatening voice. 
 
   Sunglasses immediately turned away and ran for his life.
 
   John picked up Cécile’s handbag and handed it to her. “Are you okay? Did they hurt you?” he asked, examining her face. She was pale; in shock, but safe.
 
   Cécile was unable to speak, but she managed to nod.
 
   “Forget about the train,” he said. “Let me drop you home.”
 
   She nodded again. John grabbed her by the arm and looked up. People were gathered around, cell-phones in theirs hands, taking pictures and videos. But nobody came to help.
 
   John shook his head in indignation. Pathetic, he thought.
 
   Then he heard a familiar voice. “Hey! Hey! You!”
 
   The controller.
 
   “What?” John said, glaring at him.
 
   “Ticket, sir,” the controller said. “I saw you jumping.”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous,” John said. “Look around you. I came to help this lady.”
 
   The controller suddenly became aware of the two men on the floor. “I’ll need you to stay where you are, sir. I need to call the police,” he said.
 
   John flashed his badge. “I am the police,” he said. “Now get out of my way.”
 
   In the car, John and Cécile were quiet. He glanced at her from time to time but she kept silent. He was worried about her but also wanted to continue with the questions. It was delicate, though. She might not appreciate it. 
 
   “Liliane Genet,” she suddenly said. “She was known to be voracious. Lots of people said she’d had multiple partners besides Daniel. Everybody knew about it but it was one of these subjects we weren’t supposed to talk about. Daniel had made it clear he’d fire anybody talking behind his back.”
 
   John kept silent, listening religiously. She was finally telling him what she really knew.
 
   “They were both into…” she said, hesitating. “Sexual games, you know. Role playing, fetishism, that kind of thing.”
 
   “Okay,” John said.
 
   Cécile shook her head as if she realized she was making a mistake. “God, this is so embarrassing. I really don’t think I should tell you about that. If he knows, he’s going to kill me…”
 
   “Cécile,” John said. “If Dupont is the person we suspect he is, he might actually kill you. Literally.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” she said, now looking at him.
 
   “Your hands would be manacled behind your back. Then, he’d rape you. That’s what happened to Liliane Genet,” John said.
 
   She joined her hands to her mouth. “Oh my God,” she said after a moment. “Are you serious?”
 
   John nodded. “Can’t be more serious than that. That’s why we need to find out if Dupont is our man.”
 
   There was a long silence. Then she swallowed once and decided to help him. “He’s a member of a BDSM private club. It’s called Le Club Coquin. Liliane Genet told everybody when she broke up with him.”
 
   “Any idea why she did that?”
 
   “He can be very childish. Like I told you, he’s very weak emotionally. When he’s upset or feels threatened, he likes to be mean. I guess she had enough of him and wanted to piss him off by revealing his secret at work,” she said.
 
   John nodded.
 
   “That’s all I know,” she said. “I swear.”
 
   “I believe you,” John said. “I think we’re arrived. You’ll be alright?”
 
   She nodded but didn’t open her door. She seemed to think about something. Then she leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek.
 
   “Thank you, John,” she said softly before disappearing in the night.
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   The next morning, John and Sovann went back to Groupe Finaris. They knew Daniel Dupont would refuse to talk to them. It didn’t matter. They had other plans. And they weren’t alone. While John had been busy with Cécile the night before, Sovann and a team of Detectives had managed to collect names of people working with or close to Daniel Dupont and Liliane Genet. 
 
   Their goal was to confirm what they already knew from Cécile about Daniel Dupont. They needed more information. Details. Incriminating elements if possible. Unlike the day before, they didn’t hide their identity. They were clearly identified as police Detectives, and they expected everybody’s full cooperation. 
 
   Indeed, the death of Liliane was all over the news that morning. Somebody had told the media. John and Sovann weren’t really surprised. Liliane Genet had a key position. She was important. She couldn’t just disappear without being missed. She was needed at work. Someone would notice. And her death was kind of unusual. She had died in an embarrassing way, and the press had been too happy to have something sensational to publish. John and Sovann just didn’t expect the media to be informed that fast. 
 
   The police were now under pressure. The general public knew about the case. The murderer was still free, unpunished. He could still strike. If Daniel Dupont was the man, John wanted to have enough proof to send him before a judge. At the very least, he needed to convince his superiors to setup a surveillance team, 24/7, to confirm any serious suspicion. He had to be able to justify the expense in time, money and man-power. And this morning, it was exactly which he was determined to do.
 
   Their approach would be general. No questions would target Daniel Dupont directly. People couldn’t guess they were actually following a lead. For that reason, John had decided they wouldn’t start with the human resources department. It was too obvious. They had to make everything look natural.
 
   At lunch time, John let the rest of his team continue without him. Solving the case was important to him, but he had even more important things to do. Twenty minutes later, he parked his car, ready to use his influence as a police officer, which was extremely rare. 
 
   “Mr. Montclair,” the lady said. “We haven’t seen you for a while.” Her tone seemed to imply that it was actually a good thing. 
 
   “Hello, Mrs. Denis,” John said. “I’m good, thanks. How are you doing?”
 
   “Ah! The flu, the flu! Nearly all the kids are sick. But not Claire. Not yet at least.”
 
   “Can I see her?” John asked.
 
   “They’re about to go to lunch, Mr. Montclair,” she said, annoyed.
 
   “That’s why I’m here. I’d like to take my daughter to lunch.” 
 
   The school-teacher looked unhappy.
 
   “Well, I’m not supposed to let her out, you know. Imagine if all parents did the same?”
 
   “It would be chaotic and as a law enforcement official myself,” John said, pausing long enough to make her understand he had no time to waste, “I appreciate your eagerness to maintain order in our society.”
 
   She looked at him, her lips pinched. “Well… I could make an exception for you, Mr. Montclair. But it cannot become a habit.”
 
   “Of course,” he said, showing his teeth.
 
   John took his daughter to a nearby restaurant and ordered pasta for both of them. He hadn’t seen her for a month. He’d been too busy and had missed all available week ends they were supposed to be together.
 
   “Are you okay Dad?” she asked.
 
   “Of course, baby,” he said. “I’m always happy to see you. I really missed you, you know?”
 
   “How much did you miss me?” she asked, smiling.
 
   John joined his hands together in front of him, then spread his arms wide open. “That much!” he said playfully.
 
   Claire giggled. “Okay!” she said. 
 
   “How’s school? Did you make new friends?” he asked.
 
   She nodded. “Yes. A lot!”
 
   “How many?”
 
   She cocked her head to the side and held four fingers in the air. “Six!” she said proudly.
 
   John chuckled. “You mean six,” he said, showing his left thumb and his opened right hand.
 
   She nodded. 
 
   “How’s Mom? Does she have a new friend?” John knew he shouldn’t ask but he couldn’t help it. He was curious even when he wasn’t working as a Detective, and even when he knew it would hurt.
 
   Claire nodded again. “But he’s ugly.”
 
   John laughed. “Daddy looks better?”
 
   She nodded. “He has only one blue eye. I don’t like it.”
 
   “What do you mean?” John asked. “He’s got only one eye? Like a pirate?”
 
   She shook her head this time. “The other eye is brown. It’s weird.”
 
   “Aw, I see. Well, your mom probably thinks it’s beautiful. One blue eye, one brown eye. Pretty rare,” he said. “He came home?”
 
   She shook her head. “No. I saw him outside. He was talking with Mom. She told me he was her friend.”
 
   “Okay. Come on, finish your pasta. You’re going to be late for school,” he said, realizing time was flying.
 
   Then his phone rang. He didn’t recognize the number.
 
   “Montclair,” he said.
 
   “John, it’s me. Cécile. How are you doing?”
 
   John smiled. “Hey, Cécile. I’m great. How are you?”
 
   “I’m fine, thank you,” she said. “I heard you were in the building for your investigation. I was wondering if you wanted to have lunch with me? My treat. It’s my way of saying thank you for last night.”
 
   “You don’t have to do that, you know,” he said. “And you already said thank you.”
 
   “I insist, really,” she said.
 
   “Well, I’m having lunch with my daughter, actually.”
 
   There was a silence, as if she was processing that new piece of information. “You have a daughter?” she said, surprise in her voice.
 
   “She’s five. Her name’s Claire.”
 
   “Hellooo, Cécile,” Claire said loudly.
 
   “Did you hear that?” John asked. “I think she already likes you.”
 
   Cécile laughed. “That’s adorable,” she said. “Say hi for me.”
 
   “She says hello,” John said to Claire. “Stop playing, eat.”
 
   “Is it a family lunch?” she asked.
 
   “No, we don’t have any family lunches anymore. Her mom and I are divorced.”
 
   “Aw, I see. I’m sorry.”
 
   “Don’t. It’s okay, I’m fine with it,” he lied.
 
   Silence again.
 
   “How about tomorrow?” she asked.
 
   “Tomorrow?”
 
   “Lunch, I mean.”
 
   “It might not be a good idea,” he said. “We’re officially investigating now. People might see us together. It’s not very professional, you know. And I don’t want to go to the other side of the city just to avoid that.”
 
   “Correct,” she said.
 
   Silence.
 
   “Thanks for the offer, though,” he said after a while.
 
   “No problem,” she said. “Enjoy the time with your daughter.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   John hung up and asked for the bill. They were late and Claire had to go back to school.
 
   “Is she your new friend, Dad?” she asked.
 
   He smiled and sighed. “I don’t know, sweetheart. I don’t know.”
 
   “Is she pretty?”
 
   “Yes, she is.”
 
   “You like her?”
 
   John nodded. “Yes.”
 
   “So ask her to be your friend Dad,” Claire said. “It’s easy!”
 
   John paused and looked at his daughter, amused. 
 
   “Good idea,” he said. Then he seriously thought about it. Claire was right. Why not? Plus, Cécile was the one who had initiated the conversation. So John wouldn’t look like a pain in the butt by asking her out.
 
   “Yeah,” he said out loud. “I should do that.”
 
   He took his phone and hit the call-back button.
 
   “Cécile?” he said.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “How about dinner? Tomorrow night,” he said.
 
   He could tell she was smiling. “Sure,” she said. “See you tomorrow, John.”
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   John dropped Claire at school and drove back to La Défense. Sovann and the team of Detectives were having a coffee break. Most of the employees were out for lunch and there wasn’t much they could do. John decided to join them and took an espresso. 
 
   “How’s it going?” he asked.
 
   “We’re going to start with the HR department this afternoon,” Sovann said. “So far, people have been kind of reluctant talking to us, but the general impression about Dupont is consistent.”
 
   “Meaning?” John said.
 
   “He’s not very popular. He seems to be a hypocrite – that’s probably why he’s moved up so far on the company by the way. Most people wonder how in the world someone like him ended up supervising all the recruitment for the bank.”
 
   “Tells us a lot about the banking world,” John said with a smile. “Anybody complained about violent behavior or a serious anger management problem?”
 
   Sovann shook his head. “But you know what? It’s hard to tell if they’re telling the truth or just covering their ass. We can’t blame them. These guys still have to work together when we’re gone.”
 
   John nodded. “What about Genet?”
 
   “Not much. She was on good terms with everybody, no particular problem. No known enemies.”
 
   John paused for a moment. “I don’t know if we’re going to get anything in here,” he admitted. 
 
   “What do you want to do, then? It’s not like we have many leads to work with,” Sovann said.
 
   “We still have another place to check,” John said, throwing his cup of coffee in the nearby bin. “We finish what we’ve started here and tonight, I’ll bring you to Pigalle.”
 
   Later that day, John and Sovann arrived at the Paris red light district. The Pigalle area was full of tourists, as well as locals, all determined to enjoy Paris by night without inhibitions. The streets and the pavements were still wet from the afternoon rain, but the sky was now clear although dark. John checked his cell phone once again, looking for the exact location of Le Club Coquin, the BDSM club where Dupont was supposed to express his wildest fantasies.
 
   After a short walk in a dark alley crowded with dealers and working girls, they arrived in front of a black door. Nothing on the outside indicated there was a private club behind. No signs. Nothing. Just a number on the wall. 
 
   “Supposed to be here,” John said.
 
   “How do we approach this one?” Sovann asked. 
 
   They could get in by force, using their authority as police officers, but cops weren’t exactly welcomed in the neighborhood. John knew from experience that in this kind of environment, they could become outnumbered within seconds.
 
   “Civilians,” John said. “Just regular customers looking for a good time.”
 
   Both of them were straight out of the bank, still wearing suits. The perfect business attire. John knocked at the heavy door while Sovann stayed behind him, watching their backs. A huge black doorman appeared in the doorway. He stared at them, silent.
 
   “Bonsoir, monsieur. Err, is that Le Club Coquin?” John asked, trying to sound like a nice guy. He was probably overdoing it, he thought.
 
   In his experience, most doormen were complete douchebags. They were used to having people beg them, seeking their approval to get in. Even the hottest and most confident women felt vulnerable around them, anxious to get a piece of the fun. So John had to act nice.
 
   The man crossed his arms. “It’s not going to be possible,” he said.
 
   John expected it. “Why not?” he asked, faking surprise.
 
   “Members only,” the doorman said.
 
   “Our friend recommended this place. He said we could use his name,” John lied.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Mr. Dupont,” John said. “Daniel Dupont.”
 
   The man said nothing. Good sign, John thought. He knew Daniel. 
 
   “You can’t get in without women,” the man finally said. “There’s a ratio to respect.”
 
   “We just want to watch,” John insisted.
 
   The man shook his head. “It’s not going to be possible,” he said again, closing the door behind him.
 
   Douche, John thought.
 
   “Come on, John,” Sovann said. “Let’s find a couple of hookers. Shouldn’t be too difficult around here.”
 
   They walked back to where they’d come from and spotted two women in tight mini-skirts, cheap leather boots and fake fur coats. One white woman and one black woman, both smoking and chewing gum loudly. 
 
   “Wanna have fun, guys?” the white woman said.
 
   “How much?” John asked.
 
   “Two hundred. But you’re cute, so I give you a discount. One fifty and I pay for the room,” she said.
 
   The price was too high and John knew it. It was bullshit. But they needed to get in.
 
   “A hundred and we let you get in a private club,” Sovann said. “A very chic one.”
 
   “No fucking?” the black woman said.
 
   “No,” John said. “Just to get in a club.”
 
   The two women looked at each other and shrugged. Good deal for them, John thought.
 
   “I take the Chinese one,” the black woman said. 
 
   “I’m Cambodian,” Sovann corrected.
 
   “Sorry, Chinaman,” the black woman said with a grin.
 
   “We won’t spend the night with them,” John said to calm down his partner. “Don’t pay attention.”
 
   “I know,” Sovann said. “It’s okay. I got it, man.” Sovann grabbed John’s wrist and then pulled his own wallet out of his pocket. He was aware of his partner’s financial situation since the divorce. He was more than a colleague to John. He was a real friend.
 
   “Thanks,” John said. “I’ll buy you a drink inside if we get a chance.”
 
   The two new couples arrived in front of Le Club Coquin and John knocked again. The doorman opened and stared at them for about thirty seconds. 
 
   “Four hundred,” he said.
 
   “What?” John and Sovann said at the same time. 
 
   “A hundred each. Four people, so four hundred to get in,” the doorman said, waiting.
 
   John scratched his chin. There was no way they were going to spend that much money to get in, especially since they’d already paid for the girls. It gave him an idea.
 
   “Listen, man,” he said, changing his tone from polite office worker to street hustler. “You let us in for free, just me and my friend. You keep the girls. You get a hundred discount on each one of them. That’s what we’ve already paid.”
 
   John stared at him, then at the girls. The hookers said nothing, as if it didn’t matter to them. The doorman didn’t think too long. He nodded and moved out of the way, motioning John and Sovann to get inside. The girls stayed at the door with him and waved goodbye to the two Detectives.
 
   “Bye, Chinaman!” they heard behind them. 
 
   Sovann grabbed the butt of his gun, ready to blow out the bitch’s brain, but John put his hand on his shoulder to ease the tension. “Easy, man,” he said. “Let me buy you a drink.”
 
   Inside, the light was dim. Everything was clean and neat. John was surprised. He’d expected something more outrageous. Something dark and raw. But everything looked like a regular club. There were sofas where men were chatting with women, and a bar. The only sign that they were in a fetish club was the way women were dressed – latex uniforms and stilettos. Other than that, nothing out of the ordinary.
 
   John noticed a couple of doors in back, though. Probably leading to more exotic and kinky rooms, he thought. He headed for the bar where he ordered two beers. He and Sovann raised their glasses and drank the fresh brews.
 
   “Cheers,” the both said.
 
   “Where do we start?” Sovann said after a while.
 
   John looked around. Everybody was busy but the bar was empty. It’s not going to be easy, he thought. Then he turned back and nodded at the barmaid.
 
   “Let’s start with her,” he said.
 
   He called to the petite brunette behind the counter. She was probably in her mid-forties and dragged her feet when John asked her to come over. 
 
   “Excuse me,” John said. “It’s our first time here.”
 
   “I can tell,” she said, standing there with a corkscrew in her hand. She looked impatient, as if she was busy as hell. John and Sovann were the only clients at the bar, though.
 
   “How does it work?” Sovann asked.
 
   “Depends what you want,” the barmaid said. She sounded annoyed.
 
   “What’s on the menu?” John asked.
 
   “What do you guys do for a living?” she said.
 
   “High-level management for a bank,” John lied.
 
   She shrugged. “Hum. Too much pressure at work. Too many responsibilities. Tired of being the boss. Right?”
 
   John and Sovann looked at each other briefly.
 
   Sovann nodded. “Right,” he said.
 
   “So you should spend time with a mistress,” she said. “She’ll help you release the stress and the burden of being in charge.”
 
   “Is that what men in our position usually do?” John asked. “They come here to be, what’s the word? Dominated?”
 
   She nodded as if it was obvious. “Of course.”
 
   John frowned. It didn’t match.
 
   “Our good friend told us to come here to blow off some steam,” John said. “Daniel Dupont.”
 
   She nodded. “He’s a regular.”
 
   “He’s not a dominant type?” Sovann asked.
 
   She laughed. “Are you kidding me? He’s a pussy. Too soft to be a dom. He tried one time. The woman said he was as tough as a ballerina.”
 
   John and Sovann looked at each other again. That new piece of information was seriously compromising their theory. Despite being a tyrant at work, Daniel Dupont was a puppy in the bedroom. Not a Casanova, nor a potential cold-blooded killer.
 
   John thanked the woman and asked for the bill. 
 
   “Let’s get out of here,” he said. “It’s not what we were expecting but we’ve got what we were looking for.”
 
   The barmaid came back with the check. John read the amount twice. Fifty euros for two miserable beers. Welcome to Paris by night, he thought.
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   The Dark Stallion put his knife and fork on his plate, and pushed it away. The meal had been delicious. But he was far from satisfied. The best was still to come. He raised his balloon glass and took a sip of wine. Over the edge, he looked at Charlotte Bois, straight in the eyes and nodded. Her lips were moving fast and her hands were gesturing in front of her. The Dark Stallion didn’t hear a single word of what she was saying but pretended it was the most interesting conversation he’d had in months.
 
   Charlotte was talking about work. She was a smart, driven and dedicated woman. So much so that she’d been managing the whole IT department of Crédit Parisien for five years now, even though she’d never worked in the banking industry before. 
 
   The Dark Stallion had just finished working on a big project with her, and it was now time to celebrate. She was all excited about how the new software he had helped to implement would reduce their costs and improve the work-flow between IT and finance.
 
   She kept on saying how amazed she was. The Dark Stallion had been able to do in a just few weeks what they had been trying to do for months. He was awesome. He was so funny. She couldn’t believe he was still single. 
 
   He was used to hearing all of that. He’d heard it before. Many times, in many cities around France. Paris was going to be his masterpiece. He had never been caught. It was so easy to fool the police, they were so dumb. He’d killed eight women already, in different big cities. It was a game for him and he had created the rules. 
 
   All of his victims had been impressed by how smart and knowledgeable he was. As a successful freelance IT consultant in the finance and banking industry, he could afford to name his price with his clients. He was that good. That was part of his secret. Women were impressed by his independence, his boldness and his confidence. He had everything.
 
   In their own words, he was the perfect husband. The Dark Stallion knew how hard it was for them to find the right man, especially after a certain age. A decent father. A faithful husband. Someone to found a family. He’d heard it a million times. 
 
   He knew how to appeal to them. With their biological clock ticking, these women were easy prey. Completely obsessed by their work and nearly desperate, they were easy to spot. Many of them were incredibly active sexually. Total office whores. Easy to get close to them by staying late at work. Even easier to slide into their bed after bonding and pushing all their hot buttons. But he couldn’t care less about fulfilling someone’s else expectations. The only person who really mattered was himself. He was the exceptional one. They even talked about him in the newspapers! The Dark Stallion relived the scene with Liliane in his mind and felt an urgent need to strike again. 
 
   Patience, he thought. Charlotte is even more delicious than the other one. Don’t spoil it. Take your time. Make sure people remember this one. 
 
   The Dark Stallion asked a waiter to bring them the bill. He insisted on paying but Charlotte argued that she could get a refund at work. Business expense, she told him with a wink.
 
   Then they walked into the cold night. Charlotte lived just a couple of streets behind the restaurant. She invited him to take one last drink. The Dark Stallion chuckled to himself. You’re right, sweetie, he thought. One last drink. Your last drink.
 
   He made sure to keep his hands in his pockets as they got inside her building. He didn’t touch anything in her apartment either. Charlotte was about to flick the switch to turn on the light but he grabbed her wrist and pushed her against the wall. No more useless chit-chat, he thought. Let’s get down to business.
 
   Charlotte didn’t fight back. After a second of hesitation, she jumped on him and kissed him. She pulled him near her bed, and the Dark Stallion made sure his laptop bag was nearby. There was no computer in the bag, obviously. He wasn’t going to bring work home. He was about to give her the night of her life.
 
   They had sex. Twice. Charlotte was now totally relaxed and panting. Her guard was definitely down. She wouldn’t mind playing with him, he thought. The Dark Stallion reached for his bag and grabbed a pair of handcuffs. The metallic clattering sound surprised her.
 
   “What are you doing?” she asked innocently.
 
   You have no idea, he thought.
 
   “Trust me,” he said. “Just let go. Let me take care of you. Turn around.”
 
   “Okay,” she said, lying on her stomach.
 
   “Wonderful,” he said as he caressed her round ass. “Now give me your hands.”
 
   She joined her wrists behind her back and the Dark Stallion handcuffed her. Click! 
 
   What a beautiful sound, he thought. Your destiny is locked. Click!
 
   “You’re so naughty,” she giggled.
 
   He smiled. Bitch.
 
   The Dark Stallion took a candle and a lighter. Then, he dropped the hot and liquid wax on her skin, making her squeal in surprise, torn between pain and pleasure. 
 
   That’s right. Here I come…
 
   He grabbed a long, sharp razor blade from his bag and discreetly placed it next to her pillow. With her eyes closed, she didn’t see anything. The Dark Stallion went inside her one more time, making her scream. Then, he pulled her by the hair, exposing her throat. Blood shot from her neck onto her bedsheets as the sharp blade cut deeply into her jugular. He leaned forward to see her from the side; now he could see her eyes open wide in surprise and terror. He could see fear on her face. She didn’t even have time to scream for help. Her last scream had been for him. A scream of pleasure before dying.
 
   “You’re welcome,” he said.
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   The investigation was going nowhere. After their visit to Le Club Coquin, John was filled with doubts. He wasn’t so sure anymore about Dupont’s involvement in Liliane Genet’s murder. The two of them had a history. She had dumped him so he had a motive. He was a control freak and couldn’t handle confrontation, or rejection. 
 
   On paper, it all matched. But there was his sexual personality. Not a dominant type in bed. Soft as a ballerina. What kind of woman would let a man manacle them with handcuffs and drop wax on their body, unless he was sure of himself? John didn’t really know about the subject, but he was pretty convinced that only a confident man could make this type of game arousing for a woman. He even had to be charismatic to a certain degree. 
 
   That’s where things stopped matching. The barmaid had laughed at the mention of Dupont when they suggested his being a dominant type. Her reaction had been spontaneous. Totally genuine. It was pretty revealing. 
 
   Before he knew it, John was in front of Notre-Dame Cathedral. He and Cécile had an appointment there. Or was it a date? She’d told him she just wanted to thank him for helping her the other day, but he couldn’t help wondering if there wasn’t more. A typical guy’s reaction, actually. A pretty woman wants to thank you and the first thing you imagine is that she’s into you? Really? he thought.  
 
   He couldn’t really explain it. He just liked her, and his instinct told him it was mutual. But his instinct wasn’t infallible. He’d been wrong in the past, more than once. In particular when his marriage was in peril and he was convinced everything was better than ever.
 
   Was it just physical? Maybe. Cécile was pretty. She had style and a great body. She knew how to dress and had attitude, without acting like a brat. But there were many women like that in Paris. How come he could feel his guts twisting? Why feel nervous as a fourteen-year-old? Even if it was indeed a date, it wasn’t his first, for Christ’s sake. Why the sweaty palms and the anxiety?
 
   The place was packed with people, mostly tourists but not entirely. In his student days, John used to hang out in the area. There were many cheap bars where young people on a budget could have fun around there. He’d had his first kiss in a small studio located in the building standing in front of him. He was sixteen at the time. Almost twenty years ago already, he thought. 
 
   “John!” Cécile called out behind him. She was wearing a white coat this time and her hair was tied in a ponytail high on her head. It emphasized her chiseled cheekbones and jaw line. 
 
   “Hey,” he said, hypnotized by her bright smile. There was a short, awkward moment. What now? Shaking hands? Or faire la bise?
 
   She decided for them and they rubbed their cheeks together. Twice. Once on each side. She smelled good, he thought.
 
   “You look great. No problem with your handbag today?” he asked. She had a black, no-brand-name purse.
 
   “I don’t know who would want this one,” she said, smiling.
 
   “You never know,” he said. “Petty crimes have increased with the economic crisis.”
 
   “Stop being a cop for tonight, will you?” she teased him. “I’m starving.”
 
   They ambled along the small, lively streets until they agreed to stop at a Greek restaurant. They asked the waiter for a table for two, no reservation, and ordered right away. After a brief small talk, the dishes arrived.
 
   “So you have a daughter? You don’t look like you have a daughter,” she said.
 
   “What is that supposed to mean?” he said, raising an eyebrow.
 
   “You look like a tough guy. Mysterious. A loner.”
 
   “That’s how you see me?”
 
   She nodded, bringing her fork to her lips.
 
   “Tough guys can’t have daughters?” he said, wiping his mouth with a tissue.
 
   She smiled. “Of course they can. I’m just teasing. What happened with her mother?”
 
   “We had different ways of seeing the world, I guess,” he said.
 
   “How long have you been married?”
 
   “Are you trying to be the Detective now?” he said. 
 
   She laughed and blushed. “Sorry. We don’t have to talk about this if you don’t want to.”
 
   “About ten years,” he said. “We met when we were twenty-one and got married at twenty-five. Our parents said we were too young, that we needed to accomplish more. But I was deeply in love. Too much maybe.” 
 
   “Seems like you’re still holding on,” she said.
 
   He shook his head. “I don’t know. It was a long time ago. We had friends in common at the time. We shared the same interests like music, movies or fashion. You know, the kind of things that change over time and become meaningless.”
 
   “I see,” she said. “It was too superficial you mean?”
 
   “I’m not sure. In a way, yes, but it wasn’t that obvious at the time. We took different paths. Julie is very career driven and ambitious. Enough is never enough. Social status and perception became more and more important in her eyes,” he said.
 
   She nodded, silent, like she was waiting for more. John could have stopped talking. He’d told Cécile what she wanted to know. It was none of her business, after all. And it was very personal. But somehow, he needed to get it off his chest. He needed to let someone know how he felt. And he knew he could trust her.
 
   “You saw the car I’m driving,” he said. “Nobody’s going to turn their head when I drive by. I don’t have a high social status. I’m a police Detective, not a white collar in a big company. She asked me to change and I tried. But I realized she wanted me to become someone else, so we agreed it was better to go our separate ways.”
 
   Cécile was still listening carefully and gently rested her hand on his. “You made the right choice, John,” she said. “Stay the way you are.”
 
   He said nothing and simply nodded. They finished eating in silence and as promised, Cécile paid for the two of them. They walked for a while in the now quiet streets and finally got to his car, an old black Honda.
 
   “Where to?” he asked, glancing at her.
 
   “Anywhere warm,” she said rubbing her arms.
 
   “Okay,” he said.
 
   Without asking, he took her to his apartment. She didn’t seem surprised and said nothing. She just followed him as they walked to his building, side by side. John took her tiny hand. She was cold, but her skin was soft. She squeezed back and smiled.
 
   He prepared hot chocolate for both of them, and they sat on the couch. John hadn’t brought anybody home for months. After an hour or so, he wondered what was next.
 
   “You don’t have to bring me back home,” she said.
 
   “Are you sure?” he asked. “It’s late. You’re not worried you’ll be attacked again?”
 
   She shook her head. “I feel safe around you.”
 
   “But I won’t be there to protect you this time,” he said.
 
   “That’s why I don’t want to go home,” she said.
 
   He looked at her. She was serious. And beautiful. He leaned forward and gently kissed her.
 
   “Then stay,” he said as she kissed him back.
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   The next morning, John woke up next to Cécile. At first he was surprised to see her. He wasn’t sure whether he was still dreaming or not. But he was awake and she was there. It was real. 
 
   She was completely naked and wrapped in his bed sheets. He couldn’t remember the last time he had washed them. After the wild night they had spent together, though, it was now more than urgent to drop everything in the washing machine.
 
   He got out of bed and prepared coffee for two. It felt natural. It even felt good to wake up next to her. It wasn’t one of those weird moments in the morning after a not-so-great one night stand. He felt totally comfortable. He wasn’t in a hurry to kick her out of his place, as it had happened a few times before. No. Actually, he wanted her to stay. As long as she wanted. 
 
   She had told him she felt safe around him. He knew what she meant. In fact, he felt the same. No, actually he really felt alive around her. Cécile, he thought with a smile.
 
   He checked the time and gently shook her shoulder. 
 
   “Morning,” he said. “Time to wake up and go to work.”
 
   She rubbed her sleepy eyes and stretched her arms. “No,” she said.
 
   “Come on, don’t be like my daughter,” he said.
 
   “Do you know what day it is today?” she asked.
 
   “Yes. Thursday. Why?”
 
   “It’s November 11th, John.”
 
   Armistice Day, he thought. He’d completely forgotten. “Oh. Right,” he said.
 
   She followed him in the kitchen, wearing his shirt. “I’ll be off tomorrow too,” she said. “So I can enjoy the long week end. Do you have to work?”
 
   “Probably not,” he said. “But I’m still thinking about the case. There’s something wrong. It doesn’t match.”
 
   “You still think Daniel killed her?” she asked, pouring him coffee into a mug. “Sugar?”
 
   “Just one,” he said. “Yeah, so far that’s the strongest lead we’ve got.”
 
   “What about the other leads?”
 
   John slowly brought his mug to his lips, smelled the strong aroma and swallowed the hot beverage. He exhaled deeply and slowly, stretching out the silence.
 
   “There’s no other leads,” he finally said.
 
   Her lips pinched as if to say, sorry to hear that.
 
   “And what’s bothering you?” she asked. “What do you mean by it doesn’t match?”
 
   “His sexual behavior,” he said.
 
   Cécile raised her eyebrows and blinked twice. Her mug stopped in midair on its way to her lips.
 
   “And how do you know about his sexual behavior?” she said. “Are you hiding something from me?” She winked. 
 
   He smiled. She was very witty, even at seven in the morning, he thought.
 
   “I went to that club you told me about,” he said.
 
   “Le Club Coquin?” she asked. “Really?”
 
   She was trying to suppress a smile. 
 
   “I stayed at the bar,” he said, feeling that he had to justify himself.
 
   “I didn’t say anything,” she said, still controlling her smile.
 
   “For work, Cécile,” he said, feeling that she was about to burst into laughter.
 
   “I know, I know,” she said, calming down. “Sorry. So?”
 
   “So, it seems like Dupont is not a dominant type at all, sexually speaking. He might be professionally but behind closed doors, he’s quote, as tough as a ballerina, unquote,” John said.
 
   “I see,” Cécile said. “Role playing to release the pressure, right?”
 
   “Exactly. But he’s still the main suspect, in my opinion. I just need to understand. We’re probably missing something,” he said.
 
   She nodded. “Yes. Or maybe not.”
 
   He stared at her. “You don’t think he did it?” he asked.
 
   “I’m not really surprised about what you just told me,” she said. “I think he’s insecure deep inside. He needs to be an asshole to get respect. That’s why he’s a jerk at work sometimes. Because he’s not strong enough to get respect by being nice.” 
 
   She paused. “Not like you, for example,” she said with a shy smile. 
 
   John kept looking at her but said nothing. He stood up and took her by the arm. Then, he gently pulled her into his bedroom, pressed her against him and kissed her. Gently at first. Then harder, until his guts were on fire. They kissed long and hard, rolling in the bed. The bedsheets could wait, he thought. She grabbed his hair and started biting his ears. Like a lioness.
 
   He was about to go down on her when his cell-phone rang. John decided to ignore it. It stopped and rang again a few seconds later. John was now between Cécile’s legs. The phone stopped and rang a third time.
 
   Maybe it’s about Claire, he suddenly thought. An emergency?
 
   He picked up without looking at the caller’s ID.
 
   “Montclair,” he said.
 
   “John, you have to bring your ass over here,” Sovann said. His voice sounded like he had bad news.
 
   “Why? What happened?” John said, now sitting and wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. 
 
   “It’s him again,” Sovann said. “The Dark Stallion.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “It’s our man, John. Happened last night. Same process. Woman in her late thirties, early forties. Handcuffs and candle wax.”
 
   “Shit. What did you call him again? The Dark Stallion?”
 
   “Yeah. He left a note this time.”
 
   “He’s getting confident. He knows we don’t have any serious leads, he wants to tell us something.”
 
   “Did you have breakfast yet?” Sovann asked.
 
   “What? Just coffee, why?”
 
   “Good. You might want to wait until you eat anything. This time it’s pretty gross.”
 
   “Where’s Dupont?” John asked, afraid to hear the answer. “Do we know where he’s been?”
 
   “He’s clean, John,” Sovann said, exhaling loudly. “He stayed at work the whole night. We called the bank, and our guys saw the videos from the security cameras. He’s still over there, actually.”
 
   Fuck! John took his head in his palm and ran his hand through his hair. Cécile came to sit behind him and wrapped her arms around his neck. He was tense. She kissed him on the cheek.
 
   “Alright, I’m coming,” he said. “Where?”
 
   “Montparnasse,” Sovann said. 
 
   John stood up and rushed to the bathroom.
 
   “Another murder?” Cécile asked.
 
   “Unfortunately.”
 
   “It’s not Daniel, is it?”
 
   John shook his head. “Dupont was at work. Still is. Now we know it’s not him. But we have no idea who this killer is. The bastard calls himself the Dark Stallion.”
 
   Cécile looked worried. “Do you want me to leave right now?”
 
   “It’s okay,” he said while getting dressed. “You can stay if you want.”
 
   “You’ll catch him, John.”
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   He kissed Cécile, grabbed a croissant and was about to take a bite when he remembered his friend’s warning. He hesitated. His stomach was screaming, the caffeine burning inside. The hell with it, he thought. He brought the croissant to his mouth and swallowed it in five seconds.
 
   Then he went out and called the elevator.
 
   Armistice Day my ass, he thought. We’re still at war!
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   Montparnasse. It took John fifteen minutes to get there. The streets were empty. People were either home or gone to the countryside for the long week-end. Parking was usually a hassle, but he found a spot almost immediately. Once again, police cars and an ambulance were blocking the street. But there was no crowd. No cell phones taking pictures of the scene to upload on the Internet. Thank God, John thought. He wasn’t in the mood.
 
   Sovann was waiting at the door and they shook hands. The medical examiners were busy inside with a team of other Detectives and police officers.
 
   The apartment of the victim was spacious. Not big but very decent and comfortable. The coppery smell of blood assaulted John’s nostrils as soon as he stepped into the bedroom. The woman was facing down, her back covered with candle wax and her hands handcuffed behind her. But this time, the cause of her death was different. Much more dramatic. She was soaking in her own blood. The bed sheets and the carpet were red and had started to dry. He walked to the side of the bed and looked at her face. She was covered with dried blood and had a disturbing expression of fear mixed with shock and surprise. 
 
   “He cut her throat,” Sovann said.
 
   John nodded. He immediately noticed a pattern. The victims were upper middle class. White women. Attractive. The killer was definitely someone with some sort of status. A good job, maybe well connected. Fairly handsome, or at least good looking enough to end up in bed with his victims. And he knew how to talk to women. He had the gift of conversation. 
 
   “Seems like he’s taking things to the next level,” John said, looking away from the dead body.
 
   “And he wants to take the credit,” Sovann said. He showed John a printed piece of paper with what looked like a signature – The Dark Stallion.
 
   “This guy is nuts,” John said. “Where did he pick up that name?”
 
   “He thinks highly of himself. At least sexually. The stallion thing probably refers to his anatomy,” Sovann said. 
 
   “Yeah, probably. He’s nuts,” John said again. “He saw the news and now he wants to be called by this stupid name. And he wants to make sure the media talks about him. That’s why he cut her throat instead of strangling this time.”
 
   John flipped the sheet of paper. There was something else written. 
 
   “The week-end will be glorious?” John read out loud. “Jesus, he’s telling us he’s going to do it again this week end. And we don’t have a fucking clue who he is!”
 
   Sovann nodded gravely. “I know. At least, we know that he remains consistent in his choice of victims,” he said. “Her name was Charlotte Bois, forty-three. A neighbor found her door ajar this morning when he left for his jogging and when he was back, the door was still opened. She was an IT manager for Crédit Parisien. We saw her badge in her purse. The neighbor said she was single and has never been married. And no children.”
 
   “Another bank,” John muttered to himself. He squinted at his partner, thinking hard. “This guy must be a banker or something. He chooses his victims at work, that’s why they trust him. They think they know what to expect. It feels familiar. Safe. He must have a good situation. These women can’t picture him as a killer; he has everything to become successful. Maybe he’s already successful, actually. Maybe he’s very good and that’s why he’s worked for several of these banks. That’s how he selects his targets.”
 
   Sovann nodded. “We can already predict where his next victim will be,” he said. “We must find a way to warn all the women working for banks in Paris. Easier said than done, though.”
 
   “I’d like to do that,” John said. “At least, the killer would feel the pressure or encounter more resistance from his female coworkers. But here’s the problem: we’re just speculating. We can’t conclude anything with only two victims. Our sample is too small. That’s not… what’s the phrase again? Statistically significant.”
 
   “Christ, John!” Sovann said shaking his head. “We can’t cross our arms and wait for the third or fourth murder. Two is already too much. We can’t let it happen again.”
 
   “I didn’t say we’d cross our arms and do nothing. But we can’t go public and make a statement based on our gut feeling either,” John said. “What’s that?” He nodded at the pile of documents on her desk.
 
   “Bills mostly,” Sovann said. 
 
   “Did you check her phone?”
 
   “It’s locked. We sent our guys to try to unlock it.”
 
   “OK, good,” John said. 
 
   He covered his mouth with his hand and closed his eyes. The smell in the room was becoming hard to handle. He felt his chest and his heart burning. He took a few deep breaths, controlling his nausea, and walked around. 
 
   He paced in the living room and found her purse. He looked inside. Nothing unusual. Her keys, her badge for work, make-up, tissue, a pocket-sized umbrella and credit cards. There was a small piece of paper as well. It was folded and kept along with the credit cards. John took it out. It was a receipt. It indicated November 10th and 10:47p.m. John looked at the header and recognized the name of a restaurant nearby. Bingo.
 
   “Sovann,” John called. “I’ve got something.”
 
   “Yeah?” Sovann said as he arrived. “What?”
 
   “Check this out.”
 
   Sovann squinted. “A receipt from a restaurant,” he said.
 
   “Yeah. Look at the amount.”
 
   “Almost two hundred euros,” Sovann said as he read. “That’s a lot for a slim woman like her, don’t you think? I’d say two people at least.”
 
   John nodded, a smile on his face. “Exactly,” he said. “They had dinner together over there before coming home last night. The waiters have probably seen his face.” 
 
   “Nice. Want to go there now?” Sovann asked before checking his watch. “But we’ll have to wait. It’s way too early.”
 
   “There’s a café-bar across the street from the restaurant. We can sit there and wait for the staff to come,” John said.
 
   John and Sovann sat near the window, facing the street. They both took an espresso. Sovann was starving – he had vomited his breakfast upon seeing Charlotte’s body soaking in her blood. 
 
   The café-bar was quiet, with only a few patrons, mostly old men buying cigarettes or lottery tickets. John and Sovann waited, eager to finally have a description of the killer.
 
   They kept watching the restaurant on the other side of the street. Nothing was happening.
 
   9:00 a.m. John went outside and bought a couple of magazines: ones on sports cars and fitness. 
 
   10:00 a.m. Sovann got a call from Anissa, his girlfriend, and told her he would probably not be home for lunch. 
 
   11:00 a.m. They both started to become impatient. Anxious to go on with the investigation. The staff would arrive very soon to open at twelve. 
 
   11:30 a.m. Still quiet. Nobody. They had less than thirty minutes to prepare everything and be ready to serve clients. It didn’t feel right.
 
   At twelve, John decided to talk to the barman.
 
   “Hey,” he said. “What time do they usually open?” he asked pointed his thumb at the restaurant.
 
   “Twelve,” the barman said.
 
   John looked at his watch, then looked back at the man and shrugged. “It’s twelve already,” he said. “What’s going on?”
 
   The barman grunted. “They make good money. They can afford to close the shop for the long week-end,” he said. “They won’t be back until Monday.”
 
   John resisted the urge to slam his fists on the counter. 
 
   Fucking Armistice Day!
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   The parking lot was almost deserted. There were a few cars, maybe three dozen, but it still felt empty. John had called Cécile and asked her if it was possible that the headquarters of Crédit Parisien were open on a holiday.
 
   “I can’t tell for sure, since I don’t work for them,” she had said. “But I know that we usually have a few people who stay for maintenance or emergencies.”
 
   “What kind of maintenance?” John had asked.
 
   “Mostly related to IT. We have a team of IT support guys who do come to the office to make sure international transactions still occur.”
 
   “Isn’t it automated?”
 
   “Probably, but maybe not everything. All I know is that they come to work. It’s probably the same for Crédit Parisien.”
 
   “Alright, thanks.”
 
   John had decided to go the headquarters of the bank. Sovann was dealing with the families of the victims – both Liliane Genet and Charlotte Bois. It was never an easy thing to do. There was no right way to announce the death of someone to their loved ones. No amount of kindness or politeness could prepare them or diminish the impact of the terrible news. Circumstances were never ideal. It just had to be done. Whenever possible, John preferred to avoid it. Better to let someone else do it. Especially when the murderer was still on the loose and the police had no clue who he was.
 
   John locked his car and entered the quiet building. The women at the reception were busy on their cell phones when he arrived at the counter.
 
   “May I help you, sir?” a tall blonde asked him.
 
   “I’d like to see Charlotte Bois,” John said.
 
   “One moment, please,” she said, typing on her keyboard. Then her lips moved silently, memorizing the number, and she dialed the phone extension displayed on her screen. 
 
   John waited. Nobody picked up.
 
   “I’m sorry,” the woman said. “I’m afraid she’s not here today.”
 
   “Try again, please,” he said. “I just need to talk with someone on her team.”
 
   The receptionist looked at him, hesitated and finally nodded. She called again and this time, someone picked up.
 
   “Hello, this is the reception,” she said. “There is someone who wants to see you. Yes. One moment.”
 
   She put her hand on the receiver and looked at John. “What is it about, sir?” she asked.
 
   “Police,” John said, showing his badge.
 
   She opened her mouth, then closed it. “This is the police,” she said ceremoniously.
 
   She hung up and gave John a visitor’s badge. “Fourteenth floor. Mr. Pierre Gentil is waiting for you, sir,” she said.
 
   When John got out of the elevator, a man wearing jeans and a T-shirt was waiting, his foot tapping the floor. John immediately noticed the tension and nervousness on his face and in his shoulders. 
 
   “Detective John Montclair,” he said, extending his hand.
 
   “Pierre Gentil,” the man said. “IT support team leader. This way.” 
 
   Gentil led John to an empty conference room and invited him to sit down.
 
   “What can I do for you, Detective?”
 
   “Do you work directly with Charlotte Bois?” John asked.
 
   “Not really,” Gentil said. “She’s a project manager. We only have to deal with her once a project is launched, to collect and fix minor bugs. Or we report them to the programmers when it’s more serious.”
 
   “Who does she work with most of the time?”
 
   “Both the finance department and us. She has to coordinate everything.”
 
   “How’s the turnover on the finance side? Many new people coming?”
 
   Gentil scratched his head. “I never really paid attention.”
 
   “Think harder,” John said. “Any new face recently? Anyone unfamiliar who came from another bank, for example?”
 
   Gentil paused and shook his head. “Not for the past nine months at least.”
 
   “Why nine months?”
 
   “Because that’s when my wife got pregnant. She just delivered.”
 
   “Oh. Congratulations. Boy or girl?”
 
   “A girl,” Gentil said with a smile. “Emilie.”
 
   “So during that time, nobody new?” John asked.
 
   “Nope.”
 
   Nine months, John thought. That’s a long time. Why would the killer wait so long?
 
   “So there’s a very low turnover then,” John said.
 
   “At least with the interns,” Gentil said. “Contractors come and go more frequently.”
 
   John leaned forward and squinted at him. That was the kind of pattern he was looking for. The killer was a hunter, a predator. Two murders in less than a week. Nine months of inaction didn’t seem right, although still possible. 
 
   “Explain that to me,” he said.
 
   “Not everyone you see in this building is actually an employee of the bank. The interns are those with a fixed and permanent contract. They work for the bank. But we also have a lot of contractors, or consultants. These people are generally freelance, and their contract is short term. And they usually work on several projects with other banks as well,” Gentil explained.
 
   A consultant, John thought. Someone mobile and in touch with different people at many levels within a company. Maybe that was the way to go.
 
   “Can you get access to a list of consultants who work with your team?” John asked. “In particular those who work with Charlotte Bois.”
 
   Gentil raised his eyebrows and pursed his lips. “Maybe, but I would have to ask permission from my management. That’s kind of confidential, you know. I could be fired. Can it wait until Monday?”
 
   Hell no, John thought.
 
   “Mr. Gentil, you just had a daughter, right?” he said. 
 
   Gentil nodded in silence. 
 
   “Okay, let me put it this way,” John said. “Imagine your daughter, say thirty years from now. She’s beautiful, successful, everything. Now what if I told you there was a murderer out there, looking for women just like Emilie. And if I told you that this animal was also a rapist and that your daughter was probably his next victim. In fact, what if he had explicitly told us he was going to do it this week end. Would you wait until Monday to do something about it?”
 
   Gentil’s Adam’s apple moved up and down, and his face went pale. “Something happened to Charlotte, right?” he said.
 
   John nodded. At least the man was sharp.
 
   “Oh my God,” Gentil said, taking his head in his palms.
 
   “You can help me catch this bastard, Pierre,” John said. “Get me the list.”
 
   “I understand,” Gentil said, his lips trembling. “But I could be fired. My wife stopped working for the baby, I can’t afford to lose my job!”
 
   “He’s still running,” John insisted. “Someone’s daughter will die and be raped if we don’t do anything about it. Think about it.”
 
   And have some frickin’ balls, for Christ’s sake, John thought. But he needed the help of the guy. He said nothing. 
 
   Gentil took a breath and nodded. “Okay, I’ll help you,” he said. “But it won’t be easy. We have to hack the human resources department’s database to get a complete list. As much as I want to help, I can’t promise you that it will be fast.”
 
   “How long?” John asked. “A couple hours? I can wait.”
 
   Gentil shook his head. “More like twenty-four hours. At least…”
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   The Dark Stallion was admiring his chest in the mirrors just behind the row of treadmills and suspended TV screens. He was wearing a tight tank top and sweatpants. His shoulders and his pecs were huge, filled with blood. The Pump. 
 
   He checked his watch. Ten seconds more. He took a deep breath, flexed his muscles in front of the mirror one more time and went back to the bench press. He grabbed the Olympic bar, at shoulders’ width. Threw his shoulders back. Planted his feet firmly on the floor. Unracked the bar and dropped it to his sternum, in a controlled way. 
 
   Phew! He pushed the bar. An explosive move. One! Then he dropped it slowly. Pheeew… He pushed again. Two!
 
   He repeated for ten reps, completing his fourth set of bench presses for the day. Again, he posed in front of the mirror. His veins were popping out of his forearms, upper arms, shoulders and neck. He pulled up his shirt, flexing his abs. Two, four, six, eight packs. Lean. He smiled and walked back to the locker room. 
 
   He took a hot shower, feeling his muscles contracting as he was scrubbing his body with shower cream. He thought about Charlotte Bois and felt his penis getting bigger. She was such a nice piece of ass. But nothing compared with the next woman he had in mind. That one had been a bit more difficult to seduce. She wasn’t willing to get involved with someone at work. She had offered a bit of resistance, but not that much. The Dark Stallion actually loved it when there was a bit of resistance. It was more exciting. 
 
   She seemed to be less open than the other ones. Therefore, harder to get. More attractive. Despite her attitude, the Dark Stallion had managed to make her talk about her personal life. Just a little. The bare minimum. He had done it as a friendly coworker first. Then as a friend. And then as a confidante. There was a process to this. And he was about to reach the next step: lover. 
 
   She had been married once and wasn’t ready to do it again, she had told him. Perfect, he’d said. The Dark Stallion wasn’t into long-term relationships either. She wanted to move on. She’d been married too young and felt like she had missed several opportunities to discover herself, her body, her sexuality. No problem, the Dark Stallion had thought. He was pleased to help. He stroked himself thinking about her, eyes closed, swallowing the hot water from the shower. Oh yeah, she was delicious. She deserved something better than the previous ones. But what? He looked down at his penis. Big, he thought. Huge. 
 
   When he was a teen, a girl had refused to sleep with him as soon as he’d removed his underwear. Too big! It’s going to hurt, she’d said. That day, for the first time in his life, he saw fear, clearly visible on a woman’s face. He fell in love with the sensation. It was so exciting. That’s when he realized he loved watching women being scared by his size. He loved to be in control, to have power and decide to hurt them or not. Pain and pleasure. Everything was linked together. The distinction between the two was hard to identify. But it was better than anything. Better than making six figures a month in consulting fees. Better than feeling the pump at the gym. Better than cocaine and ecstasy. Even better than sex itself.
 
   The Dark Stallion got out of the shower, towel around his waist, and walked to the washbasins, where he looked at himself in the mirrors. Again. Not bad, he thought. Not bad at all actually. He deserved to be famous. He had the looks, the money, the women. Everything. The press hadn’t talked about Charlotte Bois yet. What were they waiting for? He should have tipped them, he thought. Leaving a note wasn’t enough. It was too subtle for these stupid cops. They didn’t know how to work properly. Incompetent. The police were probably scratching their heads, wondering what to do. Ridiculous.
 
   This time, he wouldn’t make the same mistake. In this day and age, who needs to rely on the press to publish something? he thought. He could do it himself. The Internet. Social media. But he wasn’t an online celebrity. He had no audience. So how to get attention?
 
   He was applying moisturizing cream to his face when it became obvious. A viral video. Yes! That’s what he would do to his next victim. He would record the whole thing, the sex and the murder. Then he would just upload the video online and voilà! Everybody would talk about him. Everybody would know who he was. The Dark Stallion felt calm and confident. He had a new plan of action. He loved to have plans. It was the best way to succeed in this world. And he was definitely a successful person.
 
   He removed his towel and tossed it on the floor. He was naked in front of the mirror. Proud. Beautiful. Like a Greek statue. He raised his arms and flexed his muscles. A man walked by him and looked at him like he was a freak. The Dark Stallion ignored him.
 
   He didn’t care. He was invincible. 
 
   The Pump.
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   John left Crédit Parisien and headed to Groupe Finaris. This time, he knew what he wanted. What he needed was a list of all the IT consultants who had worked in close collaboration with Liliane Genet. His plan was to have two lists from both banks. Then he would compare them and, hopefully, find the same name twice – the Dark Stallion or whatever his real name was. 
 
   John talked to an IT guy again. This time, the man didn’t protest, and agreed to provide him with a list of freelance contractors who had worked with Liliane. Even better, he promised to deliver the same day, later in the evening.
 
   Things were finally going somewhere, and John relaxed a little. He drove home, with the satisfaction of a man who’d had a productive day. On the way back, he called Sovann to keep him up to date.
 
   “Did you see the families?” John asked.
 
   “Yeah,” Sovann said, a bit discouraged. “I really hate it. Makes me depressed, really. Every time, it feels the same. Like I’m shooting them with my mouth. My words are the bullets, crushing their hearts, their souls. This man kills those women, and I feel like I’m killing the families.”
 
   “I know,” John said. He knew how it felt. “Thanks for dealing with it, man.”
 
   “Someone has to do it,” Sovann said, resignation in his voice. “I just hope I won’t have to do it again. Not before, I don’t know. Ten years at least.”
 
   “We might have a break,” John said. “The man we’re looking for, I think he’s not a banker. He’s a consultant. An IT guy with a lot of knowledge in the banking industry. And he might offer his expertise to several banks at the same time, depending on what they’re working on.”
 
   “Okay,” Sovann said. “So how do we find him now?”
 
   “I’ve got help from two IT guys from the two banks. One of them promised to give me a list of all the consultants who worked with Liliane Genet by the end of the day. The other one said it could take up to twenty-four hours to get those who worked with Charlotte Bois.”
 
   “Really? Why so much difference?”
 
   “I don’t know. Different levels of skills maybe. Anyway, once we have everything, we’ll look for people who appear on both lists. And we’ll go from there,” John said. 
 
   “Okay. I’m doing some research now,” Sovann said.
 
   “About?”
 
   “Similar murders elsewhere in the country. I don’t think our guy is a total beginner. We could find other clues.”
 
   “Great.”
 
   “Keep in touch, man.”
 
   “Yeah. I’ll call you back tonight.”
 
   John hung up and parked his car in the street. When he got home, Cécile was still there, wearing an apron, cooking dinner for two. He kicked off his shoes, kissed her and collapsed on the couch. He closed his eyes for ten minutes and tried to clear his mind. It was time to disconnect. 
 
   He looked around and noticed something different. It even smelled different. Cécile had cleaned up his apartment during his absence. No more dust on the TV, the shelves and the table. The floor had been mopped too. And the bedsheets were drying near the heater. 
 
   That woman…
 
   “You didn’t have to do that,” he said.
 
   “Do what?” she said.
 
   “Cleaning everything.”
 
   “It was either that or I had to go home. Sorry, but I can’t live in a slum,” she said, grinning. “There’s no doubt in my mind that you’ve been single for several months…”
 
   He smiled. He didn’t think his place was that bad.
 
   “I won’t be able to kick you out tonight, then,” he said. “I feel guilty now.”
 
   “Don’t worry. I’m just cooking what’s in your fridge and I’ll bring the food home when I’m done,” she said with a wink.
 
   They had dinner and watched a movie. John couldn’t stop checking his phone. He was waiting for a call from Alex, the IT guy who had promised to deliver at the end of the day. And he was still waiting.
 
   When he opened his eyes, it was already bright outside. Morning light. John was still on the sofa. He had fallen asleep in front of the movie. He checked his phone immediately. Nothing.
 
   Shit.
 
   He thought about calling Alex right away but decided to wait a bit more. He needed his coffee first. Finally, at 11:10 a.m., Alex called him.
 
   “Sorry,” he said. “I thought the database would be easier to hack but I was a bit overconfident.”
 
   “It’s okay,” John said. “Do you have everything?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   “Still at work. I was about to go home but I wanted to let you know I was done,” Alex said.
 
   “Stay where you are. I’ll be there in twenty minutes,” John said as he threw the remaining of his cup in the sink.
 
   He went to his bedroom and found Cécile sleeping. He thought about waking her up to tell her he had to leave, but decided against it. She would figure it out. 
 
   He met Alex at the reception of the bank. 
 
   “You’re sure the list is exhaustive?” John asked.
 
   “I triple checked,” Alex said. “That’s also why it took a bit longer.”
 
   “How many names?”
 
   “Close to eight hundred over the last six months.”
 
   Eight hundred? Jesus…
 
   If the Dark Stallion was telling the truth, another woman in Paris would be dead by Monday morning. They say knowledge is power, but that was only partially true. Knowing was only one thing. Feeling helpless about knowing something was the most difficult. John didn’t feel like he had power at all.
 
   In the afternoon, John called Pierre Gentil, of Crédit Parisien. He couldn’t start doing anything without the second list to reduce the list of consultants to something more manageable. Hopefully, just a couple of names. It would make things so much easier.
 
   “Mr. Gentil?” he said on the phone. “Detective Montclair.”
 
   “Hello, Mr. Montclair.”
 
   “Still working on what I asked you?”
 
   “I’m really sorry, we’ll try to start as soon as possible.”
 
   John checked his rear-view mirror and eased his car to a stop at the curb. He frowned and closed his eyes, trying to stay cool. He was still gripping the steering wheel, and his knuckles turned white.
 
   “Excuse me?” he said with disbelief. “Did I hear you say try to start?”
 
   “Yes, I’m really sorry.”
 
   “Stop being sorry,” John said, hitting the steering wheel with his palm, “Do you realize what it means? A woman will die, do you understand? You were supposed to be done already!”
 
   “We had a P1 ticket.”
 
   “What the hell is a P1 ticket?”
 
   “Priority 1 support ticket. A big problem, if you like.”
 
   “How big? More important than catching a murderer?”
 
   “Twenty-five million euros were at stake, Mr. Montclair. My management was in panic and screaming at us. I had to deal with it first, I’m really sorry.”
 
   John calmed down. Twenty-five million. He couldn’t even imagine the kind of pressure Pierre Gentil was under. But he knew how it felt to be yelled at by his boss. Not a pleasant feeling at all. Gentil was just doing his job. 
 
   “Alright,” John said. “Are you done now?”
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   “So you can you start trying to get me that list then?”
 
   “I’m getting started immediately. I’ll call you back as soon as I’m done.”
 
   John hung up and started driving again, when his phone rang. It was Cécile.
 
   “Cécile?” he said.
 
   “Where are you?” she said. He could hear the disappointment in her voice.
 
   “I had to take care of something but I’m done.”
 
   “Are we going to spend time together or do you have other things to do?” she said. Her tone wasn’t aggressive. She was just asking. But obviously, she had her own expectations.
 
   John sighed and blamed himself. Their relationship was still new and so far, she had been perfect. He hadn’t even said thank you for the dinner and the housekeeping.
 
   “I’m coming home right now,” he said apologetically. “Sorry for leaving you alone.”
 
   John hung up and accelerated, driving slightly over the speed limit. His phone rang again. 
 
   What the hell?
 
   He didn’t recognize the number this time.
 
   “Montclair,” he said.
 
   “Papa?” a little voice said.
 
   “Yes, honey. What’s wrong? What are you doing on the phone? You should be at school,” John said.
 
   “I am at school. Where are you?” Claire said.
 
   “I’m driving, honey. What’s the matter?”
 
   John heard someone taking the receiver from Claire’s hands.
 
   “Mr. Montclair?” a woman said with a bitter voice. “This is Claire’s teacher, Mrs. Denis.”
 
   Oh no, please. Not Mrs. Denis…
 
   John frowned. “Yes? What’s going on?”
 
   “Claire’s mother said you were supposed to pick her up today after school. She’s been waiting for you for thirty minutes already,” Mrs. Denis said with an accusing voice. “Are you coming?”
 
   John raised his hand to his forehead and shook his head. Friday! The week-end he had been waiting for so long to be with Claire.
 
   “Jesus, I’m really sorry,” he said. “I’m on my way.”
 
   “Are you working on this murder case, Mr. Montclair?” she asked. “The one they talk about in the news?”
 
   John smiled. At least, Mrs. Denis knew why he had forgotten to pick up Claire and was tolerant, he thought. “Yes, I am,” he said, proudly. 
 
   “Well, if you’re not able to pick up your own daughter, I really don’t know how in the world you’re going to catch a criminal!” she said before hanging up.
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   John was faced with a dilemma. On the one hand, he wanted to be with Cécile and show her how much he’d appreciated being taken care of. On the other hand, he wanted to spend time with his daughter. Doing both wasn’t totally impossible. The only problem was that he didn’t know how each one of them would react.
 
   First, Cécile. Their relationship wasn’t official yet. John didn’t even know if they were actually in a relationship. Maybe it was just a little love affair that wouldn’t last. Maybe she had no plan to settle down with him. Heck, John wasn’t even sure he was ready to settle down himself. Not after a failed marriage. 
 
   And there was something else. She hadn’t said anything, but John had a gut feeling about it. He suspected Cécile of resenting the idea that he already had a child. The surprise in her voice, followed by an uncomfortable silence the first time he had told her on the phone. Then her assumption that he wasn’t the type of guy to have a daughter. It just didn’t make sense. 
 
   No. It was something else, maybe an excuse. Maybe dating someone with his own family wasn’t in her plans. He couldn’t blame her for that actually. Who could? After all, Cécile had a good situation and lots of opportunities in life, either professional or personal. Unless she fell deeply in love with him, there was no reason for her to accept his past. He would be a burden more than anything else. Maybe not at the beginning but after a while, she would grow tired of the situation. John was almost sure of it.
 
   But what Cécile thought wasn’t nearly as important as what Claire would think. And feel. John didn’t want her to see him dating other women. Not unless he was sure it was serious. Not unless he could find someone to take care of Claire like her own daughter. He knew it was a demanding request but he wasn’t going to lower his expectations. It was his daughter first and above everything else. 
 
   Also, he didn’t want Claire to be confused about having more than one daddy and more than one mommy. He was convinced that it would confuse her and destabilize her emotionally. He had no degrees to prove it but he was pretty sure about it. Her mother didn’t seem to bother introducing her to her boyfriends, but it was her decision. Julie wasn’t his wife anymore. He couldn’t tell her how to raise their child. When he had divorced, he had renounced this right. He just didn’t know it at the time.
 
   Reluctantly, he called Cécile and explained to her the situation. He apologized. A lot. Cécile said it was fine for her but John couldn’t tell if she was just being polite or if she really didn’t mind. He wanted to tell Cécile that he would introduce her to his daughter later, maybe after a month. But he decided against it. He realized he was a bit too optimistic. A lot could happen in a month. Four weeks. Thirty days. Thirty opportunities for things to go wrong. 
 
   We’ll see, he thought. If she’s still around after a month, things will happen naturally. 
 
   John parked his car, unbuckled Claire’s seatbelt and walked past the bakery.
 
   “Want a strawberry cake?” he asked.
 
   “Yaaay!” Claire said, raising her little fists in the air in victory. 
 
   Cécile had left the apartment immaculate. Everything was clean and tidy. 
 
   I should invite her for dinner, John thought. A nice place this time. When I get my paycheck at the end of the month.
 
   John and Claire watched a movie together. Claire fell asleep before the end. Her mouth was opened and a bit of saliva was dripping from her lips. 
 
   John called Pierre Gentil again. It was Friday night already and they couldn’t afford to waste too much time. The Dark Stallion would strike within the next forty-eight hours. The database wasn’t easy to hack. The second list wasn’t ready at all. Even though John had expected it, he was still frustrated. Pissed. And they still had to compare both lists. He told Pierre to get in touch with Alex, the other IT guy, as soon as he was done. They were supposed to call him as soon as they had come up with a list of consultants who had worked for both Groupe Finaris and Crédit Parisien for the last six months. 
 
   “And remember, it’s urgent. Even more than a P1 ticket,” he reminded Pierre Gentil.
 
   Then he called Sovann but his partner didn’t pick up. He left a message to tell him he had nothing new and asked him how things were progressing for him. And he was done for that day. No more work, he decided.
 
   He lifted Claire from the sofa and took her in his bed. She rolled on to her side and curled up exactly where Cécile had been sleeping a few hours earlier. He could still smell her perfume in the room, mixed with her body odor. It gave him butterflies in his guts. He thought about her and wanted to call. He had been rude. He had basically kicked her out of his apartment. 
 
   “Were you sleeping?” he said when she picked up.
 
   “No,” she said. 
 
   “Thank you,” he said in a low voice. “And sorry.”
 
   “I know. I understand.”
 
   “Are you upset? Mad at me?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “I’m really sorry.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   John felt that she wasn’t in the mood to talk and wished her good night. He took a shower and went to bed. It took him about an hour to fall asleep, trying to clear his mind. 
 
   Claire. Cécile. Julie. 
 
   Then he thought about the case.
 
   Liliane. Charlotte. The Dark Stallion.
 
   When he woke up, Claire was still sleeping. Snorting. He moved gently and checked his phone. Sovann had left a message. He was also waiting for an answer from other police stations in big cities. It could take a while. 
 
   Then he prepared breakfast and got dressed, when he received a call. Pierre Gentil.
 
   “Yes?” John said hastily. “Do you have it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Complete?”
 
   “Yes, phone numbers, addresses, everything.”
 
   “Okay, send it to me,” John said.
 
   Sending such sensitive information online, without any security, wasn’t the best practice. But John had very little time left. He gave Pierre his email address and turned on his laptop. His computer was old and it took nearly five minutes before John could access the Internet. 
 
   When he finally opened the file, he frowned. He called Pierre again.
 
   “Are you sure this is the list I asked you?”
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   “Sure?”
 
   “Yes, sure! One hundred percent.”
 
   “Shit…”
 
   “Why? What’s the problem?”
 
   John didn’t answer and hung up. There were still two hundred and fifteen names on the list. Two hundred and fifteen potential Dark Stallions.
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   John had lunch with Claire at home. He was silent. Absent-minded. Lost in the Dark Stallion case. More than two hundreds names, he thought. What the hell am I going to do with that?
 
   He felt discouraged. Almost beaten. Something terrible was going to happen. He knew it. But when exactly? Where? Who? 
 
   He could already hear his phone ringing, announcing another victim. He could picture the scene. A naked woman, beautiful, lying on her stomach, her hands handcuffed behind her back. Dead. But how? The first two murders had been different. If the Dark Stallion was consistent, he would use another method to kill the next woman. This man needed to have control, to follow a ritual, some kind of routine. Yet he also needed variety, something new and different to spice things up. 
 
   The week-end will be glorious, John remembered. Meaning the third woman would probably die in a spectacular way. He checked the newspapers and shook his head. The front pages were all about the death of Charlotte Bois, the second victim of a killing spree in Paris by the dangerous and mysterious Dark Stallion, the headlines said. 
 
   There we go, John thought. Now he’s all over the news and he probably wants more attention. 
 
   He hated himself for thinking that way, but John realized there wasn’t much he could do. He was truly helpless. More Detectives and police officers had been assigned to the case, but the investigation was very tough. They weren’t left with many clues. Actually, they had nearly nothing. 
 
   John thought that on Monday, they would have more data. A new name. A new dot on the map. The name of another bank maybe. More connections to make. But unfortunately, it would also mean one more dead body. One more family to visit. John felt extremely guilty. He felt responsible for these women. He was so close, yet so far. 
 
   “Papa?” Claire said.
 
   John snapped back to reality. “Yes,” he said.
 
   “Why don’t you eat? You’re not hungry?”
 
   “I’m… I’m a bit worried, sweetheart.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because… my job gives me headaches.”
 
   “So find another job!” she said.
 
   John chuckled. It was a good remark. “That’s a damn good idea, you know,” he said, smiling at her.
 
   Claire nodded. “Mom said that you should find something else.”
 
   “And now, you agree with her, huh?”
 
   Claire nodded. “You won’t have headaches anymore,” she said.
 
   “But who’s going to catch the bad guys then?” John said.
 
   Claire looked up, thinking. “I don’t know,” she said.
 
   John laughed. “You see? People need me to protect them,” he said.
 
   She nodded. 
 
   After lunch, John turned on the TV to check the news. According to the weather forecast, a storm was approaching the capital. All Parisians who had gone to the countryside for the long week-end were advised to come back later that day instead of waiting for Sunday.
 
   Claire took a nap and John decided to do a few pushups. As he was counting fifty-six, his phone rang. He ran to it, afraid that Claire would wake up.
 
   “Yeah?” he said.
 
   “John, listen to this,” Sovann said. “I’ve got access to the archives of several police stations in big cities. Marseille, Lyon, Lille and Strasbourg.”
 
   “Okay,” John said.
 
   “Guess what – there have been murders in those cities with the same pattern. Listen. This one happened in Marseille. Quote. The victim is a woman, attractive, face down. She’s naked. Her hands are manacled in the back with handcuffs. Unquote.”
 
   “The Dark Stallion,” John said. “His signature.”
 
   “Exactly. Same report in the other cities. He’s definitely not a beginner.”
 
   “They have no idea who he might be? No clues?” John asked.
 
   “Not a clue. Case closed every time.”
 
   “Shit. The bastard is good.”
 
   There was a silence.
 
   “It’s the week-end, John,” Sovann said. They both knew what it meant.
 
   “I know…”
 
   “What can we do? He’s going to do it again. We know it!”
 
   John sighed. “I have no idea. Let me think about it,” he said.
 
   John paced around the living room. He couldn’t stand still. They had so much data about him, yet nothing to catch him. So frustrating. He sat down in front of his computer again and went through the list of consultants. He just read the names, one by one. 
 
   Nothing.
 
   He decided to take a nap with Claire. When he woke up, he went through the list again. Wrote down the cities where the murders had happened. And then, it became clear. He knew what to do. He grabbed his cell phone and called Alex.
 
   “Alex? This is extremely urgent. Can you get access to the résumés of the consultants on the list?” John asked.
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Then do it. Now. Call me back when you’re done,” he said before hanging up.
 
   Six minutes later, Alex called back. “Done,” he said.
 
   “Okay, now I want you to eliminate everybody who didn’t work in the following cities. Marseille. Lyon. Lille. And Strasbourg. Call me back when –”
 
   “Wait, wait,” Alex said. “No need to hang up, I’m typing the SQL queries as we talk.”
 
   “The what?”
 
   “The database requests you’re asking me. It’s not that long.”
 
   “Okay. Got it?”
 
   Alex paused for a few seconds, typing on his keyboard and waiting for the result.
 
   “Yeah, done.”
 
   “What do we have?”
 
   “Two results.”
 
   Yes!
 
   “How old are they?” John asked.
 
   He heard Alex typing on his keyboard. “Thirty-nine and fifty-seven.”
 
   “Drop the older one. What’s the name of the other guy?”
 
   “Bourdot. Gérard Bourdot,” Alex said. 
 
   I got you, sonofabitch!
 
   John asked for his address and wrote it down on a napkin. Then he sent it to Sovann, along with the real name of the Dark Stallion. He rushed to his bedroom, opened his cupboard, a drawer, and pulled out a Desert Eagle .50, a personal gun he’d bought on the black market. Bigger. More power. Safer. He turned around and looked at Claire. She was still sleeping. He couldn’t leave her alone.
 
   What should I do? Call her mother?
 
   Maybe not a good idea, he decided. If she had to cancel her plans at the last minute, she would make him pay by not allowing him to see Claire anymore. Not a good deal.
 
   His brother was in Canada and his parents lived too far. There was one person, though. He felt terrible about asking her but he had no choice.
 
   “Yes, John,” Cécile said when she picked up.
 
   “Cécile, listen. We found the guy. We’re going to break into his house,” John said.
 
   “When?”
 
   “Today. As soon as possible. Now.”
 
   “Okay…”
 
   There was a short silence.
 
   “Can you come and take care of my daughter?”
 
   Silence.
 
   “Please?”
 
   She kept silent and sighed.
 
   “I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”
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   Gérard Bourdot lived in Anthony, outside Paris. His house was located in a very quiet and nice residential area. The neighborhood was mostly white and upper middle class. There was a wall all around his house and a metallic gate. A car sat in the driveway – a white BMW 5 Series. There was also light inside, coming from a screen. A TV or a computer. 
 
   A group of four cops was positioned in the backyard, ready to intercept Bourdot in case he tried to run away from behind. Eight men were in the front. Four at the front door, four at the windows. They were waiting for everybody to get in position and for Francis Lefort, leader of the backup team, to give them instructions.
 
   Lefort was a man in his late forties, with gray hair and a mustache. He listened to his radio and nodded. “We’re ready,” he said.
 
   Sovann pulled his semi-automatic pistol from his holster and checked it for the third time. It was cocked and locked. He turned the safety off. “Let’s kick his ass,” he said. “I want to see him naked and on his stomach when we handcuff this son of a bitch. I’ll drop the wax on his back myself.”
 
   John was looking in front of him, his gaze empty. He was holding his gun along his thigh, reviewing everything in his mind one more time. Gérard Bourdot was on both lists of consultants from the two banks and he had also worked in each and every city where similar murders had been reported – but not resolved. He lived in a nice area, had a beautiful house and his car was expensive. He had the right profile. He was the type of man Liliane Genet and Charlotte Bois would date. Everything matched. 
 
   “Yeah,” John said. “Let’s drop the whole burning candle on his ass and see if he appreciates it. Let’s go.”
 
   “Go! Go! Go!” Lefort screamed in his radio.
 
   One of the four men at the front door took a step back and then swung forward, thrusting the portable battering ram into the door. One time. Two times. Three times. Four times, before the lock gave in and the door swung open. The cops rushed inside.
 
   John, Sovann and Lefort followed them inside the house, their guns pointing in front of them, ready to shoot. John quickly scanned the living room. There was a dining table with four chairs, a sofa and a TV. Nobody. He quickly walked to the kitchen and saw the backyard team through the window. Nobody in here either. Sovann was checking the toilets and the laundry room. He looked at John and shook his head. 
 
   He must be upstairs, John thought. God, please tell me he’s upstairs!
 
   He didn’t hope for very long. A voice coming from above yelled to the whole team, “He’s not here. It’s clear, we checked all the rooms. He left his computer turned on but he’s not here. I repeat, the target is not here.”
 
   Damn it!
 
   “Alright, guys,” John said. “I want you to turn the place upside down. We’re looking for evidence. Anything that can prove he’s a sexual pervert and a murderer. Come on guys, this man is killing our women. We’ve got to stop him!”
 
   John tried to stay calm but deep inside, he was furious. Once again, they were close. Very close. But they were still looking for him. The Dark Stallion lived here but he was outside, on the loose. Maybe he was hunting at this very moment. Maybe somebody was about to die tonight…
 
   The whole team spread out through the house and started looking everywhere. They were in every single room, checking every single corner. But John couldn’t do it. He was boiling inside. Frustrated and helpless. He went outside and took a deep breath. He planted his fists on his hips and looked at the sky. 
 
   Shit!
 
   His eyes were closed and he combed his hair with his hand. He grabbed the back of his neck and squeezed hard. He was tense. Pissed. What else could he do? What else was he supposed to do to catch him?
 
   “Hey, man,” Sovann said behind him. He put his hand on his shoulder and handed him a small glass. “Take this. And relax. You did your best, John.”
 
   John opened his eyes and looked at the glass. It was a shot glass. “What is it?” he asked. 
 
   “Tequila,” Sovann said. 
 
   “Compliments of the house, huh?” John said. He drank the shot of tequila in one go and threw the glass in the garden. It felt hot in his throat and his chest. But it felt good. 
 
   “How is it going inside?” John asked.
 
   “Not much,” Sovann said. “I don’t think we’re going to find anything, to be honest. The man is organized and meticulous. He doesn’t leave any clue on the crime scenes. He won’t leave anything at home.”
 
   John nodded. He knew it. He knew that their only chance was to catch the man and confront him. 
 
   “We don’t have any solid proof,” John said. “A prosecutor wouldn’t send him to court with what we have.”
 
   “We wait for him to come back?” Sovann said.
 
   “I want to stop him. Now. He’s about to kill someone else and we’re here waiting for him,” John said, clenching his fists. “We can’t let this happen. Jesus, I can’t believe it!”
 
   Lefort and the rest of the team got out of the house after half an hour – empty-handed. The house wasn’t huge and they couldn’t find what didn’t exist. The Dark Stallion had left nothing. Nothing out of the ordinary. Nothing any normal citizen wouldn’t have.
 
   “We’re done,” John said. “Let’s go.”
 
   They got into an unmarked police car and left. Back to Paris. As soon as they got out of the city, they were stuck in traffic jams. 
 
   “What the hell?” Sovann asked. “I thought everybody was out of town.”
 
   “The alert,” Lefort said. He was the one driving. “They’ve announced a storm for tomorrow. People are coming home earlier so they can go to work on Monday.”
 
   “Put the siren on,” Sovann said, impatiently. “These people are back from holiday. We’re back from work.”
 
   Lefort looked at him and pursed his lips. His mustache wiggled. “You aren’t serious, are you?” he said. He seemed like a man with a strong sense of ethics. 
 
   “Are we hurting anybody?” Sovann asked. “It’s okay, we just want to go home.”
 
   “But that’s not right, there’s no emergency,” Lefort said.
 
   “Who gives a –” Sovann said before shaking his head and looking at the window. “Alright, whatever, man.”
 
   John said nothing. Siren or no siren, he didn’t care. He was in the back of a police car. A Saturday night. He missed his little daughter. He had failed to catch a murderer. The Dark Stallion would kill another innocent woman. Probably tonight. 
 
   John couldn’t prevent it. There was no hope.
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   “So tell me more about your ex-husband,” the Dark Stallion said to the woman sitting in front of him. She was wearing a simple but very elegant black dress, with a pearl necklace. Her skin was white, the kind of white that turns into orange or caramel under the sun. A beautiful skin that felt soft even to the eyes. Her nails were long and red, and the color matched her lipstick. A passionate woman with character and ambition. 
 
   “Why would you want to talk about him?” she said, looking down. She blushed slightly, the Dark Stallion noticed. As if she was embarrassed or shy. As if the question was too personal and still triggered some kind of strong emotions. 
 
   “Because I’m truly curious,” he said. “You intrigue me and I want to know as much as possible about you. Including your past.”
 
   She swept the air with her hand and smiled. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s leave the past behind.”
 
   “You didn’t really let go, did you?” he said, looking at her with intensity. “You’re denying that it still matters to you. I can see it.”
 
   She paused, looked at him from under her eyelashes and smiled. “How do you know?” she asked.
 
   “I can read you like an open book,” he said, laughing internally. How cheesy, he thought.
 
   “You’re very sharp,” she said. “I’m impressed.”
 
   “I’m equally impressed by your beauty,” he said, raising his glass of wine to his lips. 
 
   She smiled.
 
   Another cheesy pickup line, he thought. Unbelievable how often that kind of bullshit can work, if delivered at the right time.
 
   “And I’m determined to understand you and accept your past to get what I want,” he said after a short pause. He was half lying this time. He truly wanted her. Offered to him. And dead.
 
   She cocked her head to the side and squinted at him. “And what is it that you want?” she said, teasing him.
 
   You like to play, don’t you? he thought. You’re going to enjoy your night. Trust me…
 
   The Dark Stallion took another sip of wine and ignored her question. That was his way of keeping things interesting. To keep her guessing. And ultimately, to make her so intrigued by him that she wouldn’t even realize he was slipping into her bed at the end of the night.
 
   “Tell me about your daughter,” he said. “Claire, is that right?”
 
   She lightened up and smiled. The Dark Stallion had pushed the right button.
 
   “She’s an angel. Really. And I don’t say that because I’m her mother,” Julie said.
 
   “Of course,” the Dark Stallion said with a smile. Even if your daughter looked like a pig you’d still think of her as a beauty, he thought sarcastically.
 
   The Dark Stallion had already disconnected. His ears weren’t registering anything. He watched her getting excited, talking about her daughter again and again. Women used to say he was a good listener. Wrong. He was a terrible listener. In fact he almost never listened to the meaningless crap all these women had to say. But he knew how to look like a good listener, and that was the key. He only had to pretend. Women felt understood. Respected. Appreciated. They loved him even more. He was so different, they all said.
 
   You bet I’m different! I’ll be the last orgasm of your life…
 
   The Dark Stallion insisted on paying the bill. Pretended, actually. Of course, he already knew that VBO Sabirap – the bank where Julie worked – would cover the dinner in their business expenses budget. 
 
   International banks paying their employees to have dinner with their murderer – that would be an excellent headline, he thought. He chuckled to himself.
 
   “What’s so funny?” Julie asked.
 
   “Oh, sorry,” he said, snapping back to reality. “I’ll tell you later.”
 
   She looked at him, puzzled. 
 
   “I promise,” he said with a grin. I’ll tell you before you die, he thought.
 
   They walked out of the restaurant and strolled down the street. At one point, she took his hand, rested her head on his shoulder and smiled.
 
   That one is really into me, he thought. Maybe I should spare her?
 
   He shook his head, discreetly. No, he thought. He had planned everything in advance. He couldn’t diverge from his plan. If she had feelings for him, it was her problem. Feelings or not, she wouldn’t feel anything at the end of the night, as long as he followed his plan. 
 
   “You know,” she said. “It’s really something else with you. I don’t know how to explain but I think you’re special. You’re very different from John.”
 
   “John?” he said, amused. Confession time, he thought. A step closer to her bedroom. 
 
   “My ex-husband,” she said. “He… he’s a cop.”
 
   Whoa, the Dark Stallion thought. A cop! Interesting… Exciting! He was about to kill a cop’s ex-wife and the police would have no idea how to catch him. Couldn’t be better.
 
   “A cop?” he said, keeping his voice neutral.
 
   “Yeah. I mean, he’s a Detective. Lieutenant,” she said.
 
   Lieutenant, he thought. Not a small guy! Not that high either, but still good, very good in fact. I’m honored, really.
 
   “And?” he said.
 
   “Well, he’s a great man. He’s thoughtful, smart and everything. But he’s not a good example for our daughter. His lifestyle is completely wild, unpredictable, so… uncertain. Dangerous. I can’t stand it. That’s not how I envision family life,” she said.
 
   “I understand,” he lied.
 
   “But with you, it’s different. You’re smart and funny. You understand me. You asked about my daughter. You have a great career with a lot of opportunities ahead. You’re the kind of man women dream about,” she said, squeezing his hand. 
 
   The Dark Stallion nodded. It’s getting boring now, he thought. He didn’t want to hear any of this crap anymore. Enough words, time for action.
 
   “Want to come up?” she asked, as if she was reading his mind.
 
   “I’d love to,” he said, smiling.
 
   He followed her upstairs, into her apartment. Everything happened as he had expected. The hugs, the kiss and finally the sex. It was great. She had lots of energy. Her ex-husband cop was missing out, big time. 
 
   After their first orgasm, he let her rest and he reached for his messenger bag. It was small but big enough to contain all his equipment, including a video camera. He took it out, put it on a table across the room and press the REC button. It was now recording. Show time…
 
   “Can we turn on the light?” he asked. “I want to see your beautiful face.”
 
   “Sure,” she said, unaware of the camera.
 
   He joined her in bed. They had sex one more time, when he asked her to turn around, on her stomach.
 
   “Let’s play a little game,” he said, his voice as sensual and mysterious as possible.
 
   “Okay,” she whispered, eyes closed.
 
   He bent over and grabbed the handcuffs. At the same time, he discreetly took a hunting knife and slid it under her pillow. He had also brought a needle and some thread. When he was done with her, he’d planned to sew her vagina. That way, he would truly be her last. Forever.
 
   “Do you trust me?” he said, grabbing her wrists behind her back.
 
   “Yes,” she said.
 
   “Good…”
 
   With a devilish grin on his face, he handcuffed her, thinking that her ex-husband would never do the same to him. 
 
   Ever. 
 
   He would never be caught. 
 
   He sighed with pleasure as he heard the metallic sound of the handcuffs.
 
   Click!
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   They were going nowhere. They were stuck in the unmarked police car, bumper to bumper on the highway. Lefort was drumming his fingers on the steering wheel. Sovann was texting his girlfriend. John was looking out the window. None of them talked about the failure they’d just encountered at Bourdot’s house.
 
   “Want to take a look at this?” Lefort said, handing his cell-phone to John. “Pictures we took inside the house.”
 
   John leaned forward. “I’ll have a look,” he said, grabbing the phone. He didn’t check it right away. Not ready for it. What could they possibly do with pictures of the house anyway?
 
   He took his own cell-phone and called home. John had left without telling Claire that he had to go to work. She was still sleeping when Cécile had arrived. And she would wake up next to someone she had never seen before, a beautiful stranger, but still a stranger. 
 
   “Hello,” Cécile said.
 
   “Hey, it’s John. How’s Claire? Did she wake up?”
 
   “She did.”
 
   “And? Was she scared?”
 
   “No. She just looked at me and asked me who I was.”
 
   “What did you say?”
 
   “That I was your friend. She asked me if I was your friend from the restaurant.”
 
   “What restaurant?”
 
   “When you took her for lunch and I called you.”
 
   “Oh yeah, right.”
 
   “She even remembered my name. She asked me if I was Cécile. She’s smart.”
 
   John smiled. Cécile told him not to worry. She had brought food and a few Disney movies. 
 
   “Thank you,” John said.
 
   He hung up and finally took a look at the pictures from Lefort’s cell-phone. He quickly browsed until he stopped before the portrait of a man: good-looking, in his late thirties, very elegant, charismatic. Gérard Bourdot was definitely a gentleman, and John instantly knew why women fell for him. His physique was deceptive. Behind the mask of the perfect man was a hardcore murderer.
 
   John kept looking at him. For some reason, he couldn’t take his eyes off the picture. There was something different about him. Nothing wrong really, but something… unusual. John zoomed in and squinted at the photo. And then, he saw Bourdot’s eyes and knew why he looked so outstanding. His eyes didn’t have the same color. He had one brown eye… and one blue eye. It sounded like déjà vu.
 
   He has only one blue eye, John repeated to himself, trying to remember why he thought he had heard that before. 
 
   He has only one blue eye…
 
   Then, the rest of the sentence flashed into his mind. “Like a pirate?” he had said to Claire. 
 
   Everything became crystal clear. John’s heartbeat accelerated and he started sweating. Claire. The man she didn’t like. One blue eye, Julie’s date, Julie’s new friend, Julie’s job, fund manager, big bank, divorced, attractive. This meant target and death.
 
   Oh my God, John thought. Julie is having a date with the Dark Stallion right now! She’s the next victim!
 
   “Son of a bitch!” John screamed. 
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   Sovann turned around. “What’s wrong, John?” he said.
 
   “Lefort!” John said. “I know where he is! I know where to find Bourdot!”
 
   “What?” Sovann said.
 
   Lefort looked at him in the rear-view mirror. “Are you sure?” he said. “We don’t need another fiasco for tonight. I’ll look like an idiot if I have to report two failed attempts in one night.”
 
   “I’m telling you, it’s him,” John said. “He’s having a fucking date with my ex-wife right now! Put the siren on!”
 
   “How do you know?” Lefort said.
 
   “Shut up, Lefort, and just do it!” Sovann yelled at him. 
 
   “I just know it, now get us out of here,” John said. “If you don’t move your ass right now, my daughter will lose her mother. Go!”
 
   “Come on, Lefort!” Sovann said. “Sounds like an emergency to me. Is it right enough for you this time?” 
 
   Lefort glared at Sovann and shook his head. “Don’t push me, kid,” he said as he put the siren on. 
 
   A blue light flashed in the night and the cars on the highway started to pull over to create a way for the unmarked police car. Lefort called his men on the radio, telling them they had a new lead. 
 
   John called Julie’s cell phone. He waited, feeling his heart beat in his chest. Then a female voice told him to leave a message. He hung up and tried again. Same result. She was probably too busy with the Dark Stallion.
 
   Within fifteen minutes, they were in Paris. They stopped their cars in the middle of the street and rushed to the massive wooden doors of Julie’s building.
 
   “What’s the code?” a police officer asked John.
 
   “25A44,” John said.
 
   The man typed the code and they heard a beep.
 
   “Doesn’t work,” he said.
 
   “Shit, they changed it,” John said, knocking his fingers on the doors to measure their density by the sound. “These doors are huge. The battering ram will be useless.”
 
   “Come on!” Sovann said in frustration. He went to the trunk of the car and came back with a shotgun. “Guys, out of the way!”
 
   He pulled the trigger once. Twice. The sound of the explosions was terrible. Dust and pieces of wood flew in the air. People in the streets were running, screaming, scared and calling for the police. But the door of the building was open. 
 
   Sovann looked at Lefort. “Don’t start lecturing me,” he said. “I know this isn’t right. But it works.”
 
   “I wasn’t going to say anything,” Lefort said, suppressing a smile.
 
   “Come on, guys!” John said. “Fifth floor, stairs on your left!”
 
   The group of cops climbed up the stairs four by four. First floor. The blood was pumping in their veins. Second floor. Their muscles tensed, ready for action. Third floor. They were going so fast that John started to feel dizzy. Fourth floor. Almost there. 
 
   “Wait,” John said, raising his fist in the air to signal his team-mates to stop. “No more noise. We have to take him by surprise.”
 
   Everybody nodded. They kept walking as fast as possible, in silence. Discretion was key. 
 
   Fifth floor.
 
   John drew his weapon.
 
   “Which door?” the man with the battering ram whispered.
 
   John motioned to his right. The man nodded, took position and slammed the door open. 
 
   A woman screamed inside and a man yelled in surprise. “What the fuck!”
 
   Everything was dark except for a room in back. Then there was a commotion and they were in total darkness. Someone had turned off the light.
 
   But John knew his way in the apartment. He didn’t need to have light. He rushed to Julie’s bedroom and carefully twisted the knob of the door. Slowly, he stepped into the room and heard a crashing noise. Then, almost immediately, he started to feel an intense pain at the back of his skull. He felt like his head was about to explode. He dropped his gun, fell to his knees and grabbed his head with his hands. He had been hit by the Dark Stallion. 
 
   He quickly recovered and ran his hand over the wall, looking for the light switch. He found it and suddenly, everything was bright in the room. 
 
   Julie was entirely naked and her hands were handcuffed. She couldn’t move. She was wearing a blindfold, moaning and jerking in her bed, trying to break free. 
 
   But he couldn’t see the Dark Stallion.
 
   Where is he?
 
   “Julie!” John said. “It’s me, John! You’re in dange –”
 
   John couldn’t finish his sentence. He tried but no sound came out. No air came out. No air came in. He felt a strong arm around his neck. The grip was tighter and tighter. The Dark Stallion was tall and strong. John had very little chance to escape his deadly headlock.
 
   “I’m going to kill you,” the Dark Stallion said. 
 
   Sovann and Lefort arrived in the room, ready to shoot. But John was between them and the Dark Stallion. Like a shield. They couldn’t afford to fire. 
 
   “Freeze!” Lefort said.
 
   The Dark Stallion ignored him.
 
   “Dear John,” he said. “You came to see me fuck your ex-wife, you little perv!”
 
   John was jerking and thrashing, desperately trying for air. The Dark Stallion was standing behind him, holding him tight. 
 
   “Freeze, motherfucker,” Sovann screamed. “Let him go! Now!”
 
   Sovann was trying to aim but John couldn’t stop moving. It was impossible to shoot without hurting him. 
 
   “You bastards have ruined everything!” the Dark Stallion said.
 
   “John, what’s going on?” Julie screamed in panic.
 
   Lefort ran to her, covered her with the bed sheet and carried her out of the room.
 
   “Last chance,” Sovann said. “Let him go immediately! This is an order!”
 
   John was now drifting between consciousness and unconsciousness, but a part of him was still there. Fighting to stay alive. His instinct. The killer instinct. The Dark Stallion was naked. John was aware of that and used it to his advantage. He stopped trying to get away from his grip and instead, grabbed his testicles. Hard. He squeezed as hard as he could, planting his nails into the Dark Stallion’s skin, and he yanked his balls. 
 
   The Dark Stallion screamed. The pain could be heard in his voice and he slightly released his grip. John then dropped to his knees, suddenly lowering his center of gravity and threw him over his shoulder. The Dark Stallion’s body flew in the air and landed on his back, completely flat. The bedroom shook under the impact. Sovann immediately pointed his gun at him, making sure there was no escape for him.
 
   John quickly filled his lungs with air and rushed to the man on the floor. The Dark Stallion looked puzzled and didn’t react. In a second, John was on top of him, punching him in the face. Left, right, left, right, left, right… He punched again and again and again, tireless. Shaking from the adrenaline.
 
   “You tried to kill the mother of my child!” John screamed, still punching. “You tried to kill me!”
 
   Blood shot through the nose of the Dark Stallion. The crack of broken bones and cartilage resonated in the room. A tooth flew in the air. John kept punching mindlessly. 
 
   “Montclair, that’s enough!” Lefort said, taking John by the arms from behind. Three men were needed to stop him.
 
   John stepped back. He was panting. His eyes were red. His shoulders were heaving up and down. His knuckles were white. His shirt was covered with blood. 
 
   “John, are you okay?” Sovann said. 
 
   John took a moment to answer. “Yeah,” he finally said.
 
   The Dark Stallion was now on his stomach and a police officer was holding his hands behind his back. He looked at John. “You want to do it, Lieutenant?” he said.
 
   John nodded and stood up. He squatted next to the Dark Stallion. “Gérard Bourdot, you’re under arrest for the murder of Liliane Genet and Charlotte Bois.”
 
   Sovann was standing next to them, holding a lit candle in his hand. Then, he slowly dropped the hot wax on the Dark Stallion’s back.
 
   “How does it feel, huh?” he said with a smile.
 
   Gérard Bourdot screamed.
 
   John smiled and handcuffed him.
 
   Click!
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   A few weeks later…
 
   The arrest of Gérard Bourdot aka the Dark Stallion had made a big splash in the media. Everybody was talking about it. The newspapers, the radio, the TV, the Internet. It was everywhere. John had become a sort of mini celebrity for a while. His neighbors suddenly became aware the guy they saw on TV actually lived next door. People recognized and stopped him in the streets. Guys took pictures with him at the gym. More kids at school tried to make friends with Claire, whose daddy was a Super Detective.
 
   But in reality, nothing had changed for John. His salary was the same. Bills still arrived in the mailbox like clockwork. Dishes still piled up in the sink. The mountain of laundry kept getting bigger and bigger every week.
 
   Julie had been extremely affected by this whole man hunt. She had been aware of the killings, but had never thought she was in danger herself. That kind of thing only happened to others, as they said. She had spent the last few weeks in a special medical center, far away from Paris. She was followed by a psychologist every day and took walks in the park around the building’s facilities. 
 
   She and John had exchanged a few words only. She was understandably shocked. Traumatized in some way. She felt ashamed. Dirty. Betrayed. She couldn’t believe this had happened to her. What did she do to deserve this? Why?
 
   John didn’t have any answer for her. He didn’t know why. He had almost been killed himself, trying to save her life. All he knew was that he had protected her from her lover. The Dark Stallion. A wanted man. John had done it because he had to. It was his job. His duty. Saving people’s lives was the right thing to do.
 
   But at the same time, John was struggling with his feelings. On a personal level, he didn’t have to do what he did. Julie had moved on a long time ago, accumulating boyfriend after boyfriend while he had been struggling to forget. Didn’t she deserve it? 
 
   He closed his eyes and shook his head.
 
   John knew that he wasn’t thinking straight. He knew that this kind of thoughts was inadmissible. He wouldn’t want his daughter to know that he was feeling this way toward her mother. It was wrong. But wasn’t he allowed to have weaknesses? 
 
   John convinced himself that he was just a man with real feelings and real wounds. Physical and emotional ones. Nothing wrong with that. Julie was the mother of his daughter no matter what. He could never change that. It was a fact. He would be connected to her forever. 
 
   However, she wasn’t his wife anymore and he had to accept it. For good. That was still the hard part. She was now free to do whatever she wanted with whomever she wanted. It was her life. But why did it have to interfere with his life? What had he done to deserve this? Why?
 
   Again, John didn’t have any answer. He didn’t know why. But maybe, he thought, it didn’t matter at all.
 
   He glanced at his daughter. Claire was with Daddy. Safe. Happy.  She had accepted Cécile. And Cécile had accepted Claire. The two women in his life were getting along pretty well. That was what really mattered, John realized. He couldn’t ask for more. The past belonged to the past. 
 
   And he was now ready to move on.
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   It was Tuesday night when John received a phone call. Unidentified caller.
 
   “Montclair,” John said.
 
   “Good evening,” a man with a confident voice said. “Jacques Lacroix. Gérard Bourdot’s lawyer.”
 
   Shit, John thought. Jacques Lacroix, one of the best lawyers money could buy. Probably calling to cut a deal or negotiate some kind of bullshit. Not going to happen. 
 
   “Yeah?” John said. “ I’m busy, what do you want?”
 
   “As you probably know, since you had something to do with it, my client is in a hospital bed suffering multiple bone fractures and his face is severely disfigured,” Lacroix said.
 
   “Sorry to hear that,” John lied, making no effort to hide the sarcasm in his voice.
 
   “Don’t be so cocky, Montclair,” Lacroix said. “This is an angle that I will exploit to defend my client, and I will make sure that you are held responsible. Personally.”
 
   “Self-defense,” John said. “There’s a video to prove it. Recorded by your client.”
 
   Lacroix chuckled. “Actually, the footage only shows my client being interrupted while making love to his partner – a woman who had agreed to be with him, by the way. And oh, what a coincidence. She happens to be your ex-wife; interesting. The ex-husband using his influence as a cop to assault his ex-wife’s new lover. What do you think a jury will think about that?”
 
   “You son of a bitch,” John said through his teeth. “He was about to kill her!”
 
   “That’s your assumption. The footage shows my client hiding to protect himself. Scared, obviously. And finally we clearly see him being thrown to the floor, defenseless, before being savagely punched in the face. About a dozen times. Not exactly what a calm and professional cop would do, unless there was something personal to it.”
 
   “Bullshit,” John said.
 
   “According to the footage, the only person assaulting someone else is you, Montclair. There’s absolutely no proof that my client had attacked you or was about to kill anyone. Only assumptions.”
 
   “He had a knife.”
 
   “Doesn’t prove anything.”
 
   “There’s Julie. She saw everything.”
 
   “She was blindfolded. She didn’t see anything.”
 
   “My partners saw everything.”
 
   “I don’t think your fellow team mates would be considered unbiased witnesses. Plus, I’m no expert in firearms, but it seems to me that the weapon you were carrying was unauthorized. A Desert Eagle .50. Bought on the black market. I hope I have your attention, Montclair.”
 
   Shit…
 
   “So what? What do you want?” John said impatiently. 
 
   “I just want to tell you something,” Lacroix said. “I always win. Always. You can check. It’s publicly available.”
 
   John didn’t need to check. He knew it was true. He suddenly felt like somebody was drilling a hole in his stomach. Lacroix had serious arguments. 
 
   “Not this time,” John said, not totally convinced. “This is going to be your first loss and I’ll be happy to see it.”
 
   Lacroix chuckled, unimpressed. “Let me put it this way Montclair,” he said. “As soon as my client recovers, he will walk out of the hospital. As a free man…”
 
    
 
   To Be Continued
 
    
 
   Thank you for reading. If you liked this story, please think about writing a good review to inform other readers and share your opinion. 
 
   Click here to leave a review on Amazon.
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   http://jadranhawke.blogspot.com/p/free-gift.html
 
    
 
   What’s next?
 
    
 
   This investigation has been draining for John, both emotionally and physically. His ex-wife was about to get brutally murdered and mutilated by a sick psychopath, and he managed to save her just in time. 
 
   Yet it seems like Bourdot has taken his precautions by hiring an excellent, but ruthless lawyer. Is justice going to be served? In real life, criminals don’t always get punished and sometimes walk away without paying for their crimes. Is it going to be the case with the Dark Stallion?
 
   The answers are in the 3rd book in the John Montclair series: Taste of Justice.
 
    
 
   However, John will have to solve another case before the final confrontation with Bourdot in Taste of Revenge, which is the 2nd book in the series.
 
    
 
   John Montclair is still recovering from his previous investigation and waiting for what could be the biggest trial of the last twenty years. But some people have their own agenda and have been planning to kill for months. What happens in John’s life or in anybody’s life doesn’t matter to them: all that matters is revenge.
 
    
 
   When French presidential candidate Jacques Placide is assaulted at home in Paris's suburbs by a group of four armed men, money seems to be the most obvious motive. However, no amount of money will stop the four killers, all brothers and determined to repair what they perceive to be social injustice. 

This time, Detective John Montclair is officially suspended by his boss, due to his controversial methods on the field. Is it fair? Is it personal? Who knows, but one thing for sure is that John remains a cop and his instinct cannot be turned off. His personal investigation will lead him further than the official team and much closer to the truth than he thought. 

When love, money, religion, social discrimination and painful memories all mix together, the worst is always to be expected. And unfortunately for John, the worst will actually happen.
 
    
 
   Available now - click here to get it
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