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              A Letter from Louise
	      

When I was thirty-five, I thought the best was behind me.

I was lonely, and tired, and empty. Plodding through life.

At thirty-five.

By the time I was forty- five, I was married to the love of my life, and my first book was about to be published.

And now I’m sixty. Living in a beautiful Quebec village, surrounded by friends, with thirteen books to my name. And counting.

This milestone birthday gives me a chance to look back in wonderment. And gratitude. And amazement. That I should be here, happy, joyous, and free. 

No one quite appreciates, and recognises, the light like those who’ve lived in darkness. That awareness is what I try to bring to the books. The duality of our lives. The power of perception. The staggering weight of despair, and the amazement when it is lifted.

The gap between how we appear and how we really feel.

Those are foundations of the Gamache books.

Initially they were called the Three Pines books, which, of course, they are. Three Pines is the tiny hidden village in Québec. Not on any map, it is only ever found by those who are lost.

But, once found, never forgotten.

At their core, though, these books are about the profound decency of Armand Gamache, and the struggles he has to remain a good person. When ‘good’ is subjective, and ‘decent’ is a matter of judgement.

These books might appear, superficially, as traditional crime novels. But they are, I believe, more about life than death. About choices. About the price of freedom. About the struggle for peace.

Armand Gamache, of the Sûreté du Quebec, is inspired by my husband, Michael Whitehead. A doctor who treated children with cancer. Who spent his life searching for cures. Who saved countless young lives, boys and girls who now have children of their own.

Despite the dreadful deaths and broken hearts all around him, Michael was the happiest man alive. Because he understood the great gift that life is.

Michael gave that perception to Armand.

Michael died of dementia. And it broke my heart. But I still have Armand. And Clara, and Jean- Guy. Myrna and Gabri and Olivier. And crazy old Ruth.

At thirty- five, I thought the best was behind me.

As I celebrate my sixtieth birthday, I can hardly wait to see what happens next.

 

Ring the bells that still can ring

Forget your perfect offering

There’s a crack in everything.

That’s how the light gets in.

 

Welcome to the very cracked world of Armand Gamache and Three Pines. I am overjoyed to be able to share it with you.

Meet you in the bistro …

 

Louise Penny

March 2018
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      Armand Gamache sat in the little room and closed the dossier with care, squeezing it shut, trapping the words inside.

      It was a thin file. Just a few pages. Like all the rest surrounding him on the old wooden floor of his study. And yet, not like all the rest.

      He looked at the slender lives lying at his feet. Waiting for his decision on their fate.

      He’d been at this for a while now. Reviewing the dossiers. Taking note of the tiny dots on the upper-right corner of the tabs. Red for rejected. Green for accepted.

      He had not put those dots there. His predecessor had.

      Armand placed the file on the floor and leaned forward in his comfortable armchair, his elbows on his knees. His large hands together, fingers intertwined. He felt like a passenger on a transcontinental flight, staring down at fields below him. Some fertile, some fallow and ripe with potential. And some barren. The topsoil masking the rock beneath.

      But which was which?

      He’d read, and considered, and tried to drill down past the scant information. He wondered about these lives, and he wondered about the decisions of his predecessor.

      For years, decades, as head of homicide for the Sûreté du Québec, his job had been to dig. To collect evidence. To review facts, and question feelings. To pursue and arrest. To use his judgment, but never to judge.

      But now he was judge and jury. The first and final word.

      And Armand Gamache realized, without great surprise, that it was a role he was comfortable with. Even liked. The power, yes. He was honest enough to admit that. But mostly he appreciated that he was now in a position not simply to react to the present, but to actually shape the future.

      And at his feet was the future.

      Gamache leaned back and crossed his legs. It was past midnight, but he wasn’t tired. A cup of tea sat on his desk beside a couple of chocolate chip cookies. Uneaten.

      The curtains of his study fluttered and he could feel a cold draft coming in through the slightly open window. And he knew if he drew back the curtains and turned on the porch light, he would see the first snow of the season swirling in the light. Falling softly and landing on the roofs of the homes in this tiny village of Three Pines.

      It would cover the perennial gardens and leave a thin layer on cars and porches, on the bench in the middle of the village green. It would be landing, softly, on the forests and mountains and the Rivière Bella Bella that flowed past the homes.

      It was the beginning of November and this was an early snow even by Québec standards. A tease, a portent. And not enough, yet, for children to play in.

      But soon, he knew. It would come soon enough. And the gray November would be transformed into a bright, sparkling wonderland of skiing and skating. Of snowball fights, and snow forts and snowmen, and angels made in snow that had fallen from the heavens.

      But for now the children slept and their parents slept. Everyone in the small Québec village slept, while the snow fell and Armand Gamache considered the young lives that lay at his feet.

      Through the open door of his study, he saw the living room of the home he shared with his wife, Reine-Marie.

      Oriental rugs were scattered about the wide-plank flooring. A large sofa sat on one side of the large stone hearth and two faded armchairs on the other. Side tables were piled with magazines and books. Bookcases lined the walls and lamps filled the room with pleasant light.

      It was an inviting room and now Gamache stood up, stretched, and walked out into it, their shepherd Henri following him. He poked the fire and sat in one of the armchairs. His work wasn’t done yet. Now he needed to think.

      He’d made up his mind about most of the files. Except that one.

      When he’d first seen it, he’d read the contents then set it aside, in the rejected pile. Agreeing with the red dot of his predecessor.

      But something had niggled at him and he kept returning to that one file. Reading and rereading it. Trying to work out why this one dossier, this one young woman out of all of them, was troubling him.

      Gamache had brought the file with him, and now he opened it. Again.

      Her face stared at him. Arrogant, challenging. Pale. Her hair jet black, shaved in places, spiked in others. There were unmistakable piercings through her nose and brows and cheek.

      She claimed to read ancient Greek and Latin, and yet she’d barely scraped by in high school and had spent the past few years doing, from what he could tell, nothing.

      She’d earned the red dot.

      So why did he keep going back to it? To her? It wasn’t her appearance. He knew enough to look beyond that.

      Was it her name? Amelia?

      Yes, he thought, that might be it. She shared the name with Gamache’s mother, who’d been named for the aviator who’d lost her way and disappeared.

      Amelia.

      And yet, when he held the file he didn’t feel any warmth. In fact, he felt vaguely revolted.

      Finally Gamache took off his reading glasses and rubbed his eyes before taking Henri outside for a last walk of the night, in the first snow of the season.

      Then it was upstairs to bed for both of them.

       

      The next morning Reine-Marie invited her husband to breakfast at the bistro. Henri came along and lay quietly under their table as they sipped bowls of café au lait and waited for their maple-cured bacon with scrambled eggs and Brie.

      The fireplaces on either end of the long beamed room were lit and cheerful, conversation mingled with the scent of wood smoke, and there was the familiar thudding of patrons knocking snow from their boots as they entered.

      The flurries had stopped in the night, leaving just a thin layer barely covering the dead autumn leaves. It seemed a netherworld. Neither fall nor winter. The hills that surrounded the village and seemed to guard it from an often hostile world themselves looked hostile. Or, if not actually hostile, at least inhospitable. It was a forest of skeletons. Their branches, gray and bare, were raised as though begging for a mercy they knew would not be granted.

      But on the village green itself stood the three tall pines from which the village took its name. Vibrant, straight and strong. Evergreen. Immortal. Pointing to the sky. Daring it to do its worst. Which it planned to do.

      The worst was coming. But so was the best. The snow angels were coming.

      “Voilà,” said Olivier, placing a basket of warm almandine croissants on their table. “While you wait for breakfast.”

      A price tag hung from the basket. And from the chandelier above their heads. And the wing chairs they sat on. Everything in Olivier’s bistro was for sale. Including, he’d intimated more than once, his partner, Gabri.

      “A bag of candy and he’s yours,” Olivier was heard to offer patrons when Gabri turned up in his frilly apron.

      “That is how he got me,” Gabri would admit, smoothing the apron he only wore, they all knew, to piss off Olivier. “A bag of allsorts.”

      When they were alone, Armand slid a file across the table to his wife.

      “Could you read this, please?”

      “Of course,” she said as she put on her glasses. “Is there a problem?”

      “No, I don’t think so.”

      “Then why…?” She gestured toward the folder.

      He’d often discussed cases with her, before his early retirement from the Sûreté. He was not yet sixty and this was more of a retreat, really. To this village, to recover from what lay beyond the ridge of mountains.

      He watched her over the rim of his strong, fragrant coffee, holding the warm bowl between his hands. They no longer trembled, Reine-Marie noted. Or at least not often. She always looked, in case.

      And the deep scar near his temple wasn’t quite so deep. Or perhaps familiarity and relief had filled it in.

      He limped still, sometimes, when he was tired. But besides that, and the scar, there were no outward signs of what had happened. Though she did not need any signs. It was the sort of thing she would never forget.

      Almost losing him.

      But instead, they’d found themselves here. In the village that managed to be welcoming even on the dullest day.

      Reine-Marie had known, even as they’d bought the home and unpacked, that the time would come when he’d want and need to go back to work. The only question had been, what next? What would Chief Inspector Armand Gamache, the head of the most successful homicide department in the country, choose to do?

      He’d had plenty of offers. Their study was filled with envelopes marked “Confidential.” He’d taken plenty of meetings. From heads of major corporations, to political parties anxious for him to run for office, to police organizations, national and international. Discreet vehicles had pulled up outside their white clapboard home and discreetly dressed men and women had knocked on the door. And sat in their living room, discussing “what next.”

      Armand had listened politely, often offering them lunch or dinner or a place to stay if it was late. But never tipping his hand.

      Reine-Marie herself had found her dream job, after leaving her post at the Bibliothèque et Archives nationales du Québec as one of the head librarians. She’d volunteered to sort years of donations to the regional historical society.

      It was a post her former colleagues no doubt viewed as a significant step down. But Reine-Marie wasn’t interested in steps. She’d arrived at where she wanted to be. No more steps. She’d stopped. Reine-Marie had found a home in Three Pines. She’d found a home in Armand. And now she’d found her intellectual home, investigating the rich and disorganized collection of documents and furniture and clothing and oddities left to the region in wills.

      For Reine-Marie Gamache, each day felt like Christmas, as she sorted through the boxes and boxes. And boxes.

      And then, after much discussion between them, Armand had decided on his next step.

      For weeks after, while she pored over piles of letters and old documents, he pored over his files, studying confidential reports, schematics, curricula vitae. Across from each other in their comfortable living room, they’d gone through their separate boxes, while the fire mumbled and the coffee perked and late autumn turned into an early winter.

      But while she was opening up the world, he was in many ways doing the opposite. Armand was whittling down, honing, shaving, taking out the dead wood, the unnecessary, the unwanted. The rot. Until what he had in his hands was something very sharp. A spear of his own creation. And he’d need it. There could be no doubt who was in charge, and who held the power. Or that he was willing to use it.

      He was almost there, she knew. But there seemed one thin obstacle.

      They looked down at it now, sitting innocently on the table among the croissant flakes.

      Armand opened his mouth to speak, then closed it and exhaled sharply, in irritation.

      “There’s something that’s bothering me about this file and I don’t know what it is.”

      Reine-Marie picked it up and read. It didn’t take long. After a few minutes she closed the cover, laying a hand softly on top as a mother might on the chest of a sick child. Making sure of the heartbeat.

      “She’s an odd one, I’ll give her that.” She looked at the red dot in the corner. “You’re rejecting her, I see.”

      Armand lifted his hands in a noncommittal gesture.

      “You’re considering accepting her?” she asked. “Even if it’s true that she reads ancient Greek and Latin, that’s not much use in the job. They’re dead languages. And she might very well be lying.”

      “True,” he admitted. “But if you’re going to lie, why do it about that? Seems an odd sort of fabrication.”

      “She’s not qualified,” said Reine-Marie. “Her high school marks are abysmal. I know it’s difficult to choose, but surely there are other applicants who deserve the spot more.”

      Their breakfast came, and Armand placed the file on the pine floor beside Henri.

      “I can’t tell you how often I’ve changed that dot,” he said with a smile. “Red, green. Green, red.”

      Reine-Marie took a forkful of the moist scrambled eggs. A long thin string of Brie clung to the plate and she lifted her fork above her head for amusement, to see how long the string could stretch before it broke.

      Longer than her arm, it seemed.

      Armand, smiling and shaking his head, pulled it apart with his fingers.

      “There, madame, I set you free.”

      “From the bondage of cheese,” she said. “Oh, thank you, kind sir. But I’m afraid the attachment goes deeper than that.”

      He laughed.

      “Do you think it’s her name?” asked Reine-Marie. Her husband was rarely so indecisive, though she knew he also took his decisions seriously. They would affect people for the rest of their lives.

      “Amelia?” he asked. And frowned. “I wondered the same thing. But it seems a huge overreaction on my part, don’t you think? My mother’s been gone for almost fifty years. I’ve met other Amelias —”

      “Not many.”

      “Non, c’est vrai. But some. And while the name will always remind me of my mother, the fact is I didn’t think of her as Amelia. She was Maman.”

      He was right, of course. And he didn’t seem at all embarrassed to be a grown man talking about “mommy.” She knew he was simply referring to the last time he saw his mother and father. When he was nine. When they weren’t Amelia and Honoré but Mommy and Daddy. Going out for dinner with friends. Expected back to kiss him good night.

      “It could be her name,” said Armand.

      “But you doubt it. You think it’s something else.”

      “Oh God,” said Olivier, coming over to check on them and looking out the window. “I don’t think I’m ready.”

      “Neither are we,” admitted Reine-Marie, following his gaze to the snowy village green, now white. “You think you are, but it always comes as an unpleasant surprise.”

      “And arrives earlier and earlier,” said Armand.

      “Exactly. And seems more and more bitter,” said Olivier.

      “Still, there’s beauty,” said Armand, and received a stern look from Olivier.

      “Beauty? You’re kidding, right?” he said.

      “No, it’s there. Of course, it can stick around far too long,” said Armand.

      “You’re telling me,” said Olivier.

      “It gets old,” said Reine-Marie.

      “Gets old?” asked Olivier.

      “But having the right tires helps,” she said.

      Olivier put the empty croissant basket back down on the table. “What’re you talking about?”

      “Winter, of course,” said Reine-Marie. “The first snow.”

      “What’re you talking about?” asked Armand.

      “Ruth,” said Olivier, pointing out the window at the elderly woman with a cane, and a duck, approaching the bistro. Old, cold and bitter.

      She stepped inside and scanned the room.

      “Yes,” said Olivier. “The right tires would solve that problem.”

      “Fag,” muttered Ruth as she limped by them.

      “Hag,” muttered Olivier as they watched the elderly poet take her usual seat by the fireplace. She opened the pine blanket box used as a coffee table and took out a handful of papers.

      “She’s helping me sort through the stuff we found in the walls when we renovated,” said Olivier. “You remember?”

      Armand nodded. Olivier and his partner, Gabri, had turned an abandoned hardware store into the bistro many years ago, and in updating the electricity and plumbing, they’d opened the walls and found all sorts of things. Mummified squirrels, clothing. But mostly they’d found papers. Newspapers, magazines, advertisements, catalogues used as insulation as though words could keep winter at bay.

      Enough heated words had been hurled at the Québec winter, but all had failed to stop the snow.

      In the chaos of the renovations, the papers had simply been dumped in the pine blanket box and forgotten. The box had sat in front of the hearth for years, unopened. Countless cafés au lait, and glasses of wine, and plates of regional cheese and paté and baguette, and feet, had rested on top of it, until the papers had been rediscovered a few months earlier.

      “I doubt there’s anything valuable,” said Olivier, returning to the Gamaches’ table after taking Ruth her breakfast of Irish coffee and bacon.

      “How is that woman still alive?” asked Reine-Marie.

      “Bile,” said Olivier. “She’s pure bile. It never dies.” He looked at Reine-Marie. “I don’t suppose you’d be willing to help her?”

      “Well, who wouldn’t want to work with pure bile?” she said.

      “Once she gets a few drinks in her, she becomes simply nasty, as you know,” said Olivier. “Please. Please. It’s taken Ruth two months to get the pile down an inch. The problem is, she doesn’t just scan, she reads everything. Yesterday she spent the whole day on one National Geographic from 1920.”

      “I would too, mon beau,” said Reine-Marie. “But I tell you what. If Ruth accepts the help, I’d love to do it.”

      After breakfast, she joined Ruth on the sofa and started on the blanket box, while Armand and Henri walked home.

      “Armand,” shouted Olivier, and when Gamache turned he saw the owner of the bistro at the door waving something.

      It was the dossier.

      Armand jogged back to get it.

      “Did you read it?” he asked. His voice was just sharp enough for Olivier to hesitate.

      “Non.”

      But under the steady stare, Olivier cracked.

      “Maybe. Okay, yes. I glanced at it. Just her picture. And her name. And a bit about her background.”

      “Merci,” said Armand, taking the file and turning away.

      As he walked home, Armand wondered why he’d snapped at Olivier. The file was marked “Confidential” but he’d shown it to Reine-Marie, and it wasn’t exactly a state secret. And who wouldn’t be tempted to look at something marked “Confidential”?

      If they knew anything about Olivier, it was that he had no immunity to temptation.

      Gamache also wondered why he’d left it behind. Had he really forgotten it?

      Was it a mistake, or was it on purpose?

       

      The snow returned by early afternoon, blowing in over the hills and swirling around, trapped there. Turning Three Pines into a snow globe.

      Reine-Marie called and said she was having lunch at the bistro. Clara and Myrna had joined the excavation of the blanket box, and they’d be spending the afternoon eating and reading.

      It sounded to Armand pretty much perfect and he decided to do the same himself, at home.

      He poked the birch log freshly tossed on the fire in their living room grate and watched as the bark caught and crackled and curled. Then he sat down with a sandwich, a book, and Henri curled up beside him on the sofa.

      But Armand’s eyes kept drifting back to his study, crowded with impatient young men and women, cheek by jowl, staring at him. Waiting for the old man to decide what next for them, as old men had decided the fate of youth for millennia.

      He wasn’t old, though he knew he’d look old, perhaps even ancient, to them. The young men and women would see a man in his late fifties. Just over six feet tall, he was substantial rather than heavy, or so he told himself. His hair was more gray than brown and it curled slightly around his ears. While he’d sometimes had a moustache and sometimes a beard, he was now clean-shaven, the lines of his face visible for all to see. It was a careworn face. But most of the lines, if followed back like a trail, would lead to happiness. To the faces a face made when laughing or smiling, or sitting quietly enjoying the day.

      Though some of those lines led elsewhere. Into a wilderness, into the wild. Where terrible things had happened. Some of the lines of his face led to events inhuman and abominable. To horrific sights. To unspeakable acts.

      Some of them his.

      The lines of his face were the longitude and latitude of his life.

      The young men and women would also see the deep scar at his temple. It would tell them how close he’d come to dying. But the best of them would see not just the wound, but the healing. And they’d see, deep in his eyes, beyond the scar, beyond the pain, beyond even the happiness, something unexpected.

      Kindness.

      And perhaps, when their own faces were mapped, kindness would be discovered there too.

      That’s what he was looking for in the dossiers. In the photographs.

      Anyone could be clever. Anyone could be smart. Anyone could be taught.

      But not everyone was kind.

      Armand Gamache looked into the study at the young men and women assembled there. Waiting.

      He knew their faces, or at least their photographs. He knew their stories, or at least as much as they were willing to tell. He knew about their schooling, their grades, their interests.

      Among the crowd he spotted her. Amelia. Waiting with the rest.

      His heart lurched and he stood up.

      Amelia Choquet.

      He knew then why he was reacting as he was. Why he’d left her behind at the bistro, and why he’d gone back for her.

      And why he felt so strongly about her.

      He’d shown the dossier to Reine-Marie hoping she’d give him the permission he sought. To do what all reason told him to do. To reject this young woman. To turn his back. To walk away, while he still could.

      And now he knew why.

      Henri snored and drooled on the sofa, the fire murmured and crackled, the snow tapped the windowpanes.

      It wasn’t her first name he was reacting to. It was her last. Her family name.

      Choquet.

      It was unusual, though not unique. The normal spelling would be Choquette.

      He strode across to his study and, grabbing her file off the floor, he opened it. Scanning down the pathetically scant information. Then he closed it, his hand trembling.

      He glanced at the fire, and briefly considered laying her there. Letting her go up, or down, in flames. A witch for the burning.

      But instead he went downstairs, to the basement.

      There he unlocked the back room. Where all his files on old cases were kept. And at the very back of the back room, he unlocked a small box.

      And there he found it.

      Confirmed it.

      Choquet.

      Logic told him he could be wrong. What were the chances, after all? But in his heart he knew he was right.

      Returning upstairs, his feet heavy on the steps, he stood at the window and watched the snow falling.

      Children, in hastily unpacked snowsuits smelling of cedar, were running around the village green, chasing and tackling each other into the soft snow. Pelting anyone in their sights with snowballs. Rolling out snowmen. They shrieked and yelled and laughed.

      He went into his study and spent the next hours doing research. And when Reine-Marie arrived back, he greeted her with a large Scotch and the news.

      He had to go to the Gaspé.

      “The Gaspé?” she asked, making certain she’d heard correctly. It was the last thing she expected him to say. Go to the bathroom. Go to the store. Go to Montréal even, for meetings. But the Gaspé Peninsula? Hundreds of miles away, where the edge of Québec met salt water.

      “Are you going to see him?”

      When he nodded, she said, “Then I’m coming with you.”

      He returned to his study. Staring through the mullioned windows, he saw the exhausted children falling on their backs, one after the other, into the snow, sweeping their arms and legs up and down.

      Then they got up and trudged home, squirming as snow melted down their necks and trickled in rivulets down their backs. It stuck to their mitts and the back of their tuques. Their faces were bright red and their noses ran.

      They left behind them angels in the snow.

      And in the study, his hand trembling slightly, Armand took a deep breath and changed the dot on Amelia’s file. To green.
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      Michel Brébeuf could see the car approaching along the cliff highway for quite a distance. At first he watched through his telescope and then with the naked eye. There was nothing to obscure his view. Not a tree, not a house.

      The wind had rubbed the land down to its essence. Some rough grass, and rock. Like a worry stone. Inundated in the summer by tourists and part-time residents who came for the rugged beauty of the area and left before the snow moved in, only a rare few appreciated the glories the Gaspé had to offer the rest of the year.

      They clung to the peninsula because they had no desire to leave, or nowhere else to go.

      Michel Brébeuf was among the latter.

      The car slowed and then, to his surprise, it stopped at the foot of his drive, pulling onto the soft shoulder of the provincial highway.

      It was true that he had a particularly spectacular view of Percé Rock, out in the bay, but there were better and safer places to pull over for a photograph.

      Brébeuf grabbed his binoculars, sitting on the windowsill, and trained them on the car. It was a rental. He could tell by the plates. There were two people in it. Man and woman. Caucasian. Middle-aged, perhaps in their fifties.

      Affluent, but not flashy.

      He couldn’t see their faces, but quickly, instinctively, surmised this by their choice of rental and their clothing.

      And then the man in the driver’s seat turned to speak to the woman beside him.

      And Michel Brébeuf slowly lowered the binoculars and stared out to sea.

      The snow that had whacked central Québec had arrived the day before in the Gaspé Peninsula as heavy rain. The sort of drenching common in the Maritimes in November. If it were possible to render sorrow, it would look like a November gale.

      But then, like sorrow, it too passed and the new day arrived almost impossibly clear and bright, the sky a perfect blue. Only the ocean held on to the distress. It churned and broke against the stones of the shoreline. Out in the bay, standing all alone, was the magnificent Percé Rock, the Atlantic Ocean hurtling against it.

      By the time he dragged his eyes back, the couple had turned the car into his driveway and were almost at the house. As he watched, they got out. And stood there. The man had his back on the house and stared out to sea. To the great rock with the great hole worn through it.

      The woman went to him and took his hand. And then, together, they walked the last few yards to the house. Slowly. As reluctant, it would appear, to see him as he was to see them.

      His heart was throbbing now and he wondered if he might drop dead before the couple arrived at his porch.

      He hoped so.

      His eyes, trained to these things, went to Armand’s hands. No weapon. Then to his coat. Was there a bulge there by the shoulder? But surely he hadn’t come to kill him. If he’d wanted to do that, he’d have done it before now. And not in front of Reine-Marie.

      It would be a private assassination. And one Michel had, privately, been expecting for years.

      What he hadn’t expected was a social call.

       

      After making sure no blood would be spilled, Reine-Marie had gone inside, leaving Armand and Michel to sit on the porch, wrapped in sweaters and jackets, on cedar chairs turned silver by time and exposure. As had they.

      “Why are you here, Armand?”

      “I’ve retired from the Sûreté.”

      “Oui, I heard.”

      Brébeuf looked at the man who’d been his best friend, his best man, his confidant and colleague and valued subordinate. He’d trusted Armand, and Armand had trusted him.

      Michel had been right. Armand had not.

      Armand stared out at the massive rock in the distance, its center hollowed out, worn away by eons of the relentless sea, until it was a stone halo. Its heart gone.

      Then he turned to Michel Brébeuf. The godfather to his daughter. As he was godfather to Michel’s firstborn.

      How often had they sat beside each other, as inspectors, discussing a case? And then across from each other, as Michel’s star had risen and Armand’s had waned? Boss and subordinate at work, but remaining best friends outside.

      Until.

      “All the way here I was thinking,” said Armand.

      “About what happened?”

      “No. About the Great Wall of China.”

      Michel laughed. It was involuntary and genuine, and for the brief life of that laugh the bad was forgotten.

      But then the laugh died away and Michel again wondered if Armand was there to kill him.

      “The Great Wall of China? Really?”

      Michel tried to sound disinterested, even irritated. More intellectual bullshit on the part of Gamache. But the truth was, as with all apparently irrelevant things Armand said, Brébeuf was curious.

      “Hmmmm,” said Armand. The lines around his mouth deepened. Evidence of a very slight smile. “It’s possible I was the only one on the flight thinking about it.”

      Brébeuf was damned if he was going to ask why the Great Wall.

      “Why?”

      “It took centuries to build, you know,” said Armand. “They started it in 200 BC, or thereabouts. It’s an almost unbelievable achievement. Over mountains and across gorges, for thousands of miles. And it’s not just a wall. They didn’t just slap it together. Effort was made to make it both a fortification and a thing of beauty. It kept China safe for centuries. Invaders couldn’t get past it. It’s an absolutely astonishing feat.”

      “So I’ve heard.”

      “But finally in the sixteenth century, fifteen hundred years after it was started, the Manchus broke through the Great Wall. Do you know how they did it?”

      “I’m thinking you’re going to tell me.”

      But the veneer of weariness and boredom had worn away, and even Michel could hear the curiosity in his voice. Not simply because he wanted to know about the Great Wall of China, something he had not spent a moment thinking about his entire life. But because he wanted to know why Armand was thinking of it.

      “Millions of lives were lost building the wall and defending it. Dynasties went bankrupt paying for it and maintaining it,” said Gamache, looking out to sea and feeling the bracing salt air on his face.

      “After more than a thousand years,” he continued, “an enemy finally broke through. Not because of superior firepower. Not because the Manchus were better fighters or strategists. They weren’t. The Manchus breached the Great Wall and took Beijing because someone opened a gate. From the inside. As simple as that. A general, a traitor, let them in and an empire fell.”

      All the fresh air in the world surrounded them, but Michel Brébeuf couldn’t breathe. Armand’s words, their meaning, clogged his passages.

      Armand sat with apparently infinite patience, waiting. For Michel to either recover or pass out. He would not hurt his former friend, at least not at the moment, but neither would he help him.

      After several minutes, Michel found his voice. “A man’s foes shall be they of his own household, eh, Armand?”

      “I doubt the Manchus would quote the Bible, but it does seem universal. Betrayal.”

      “Have you come all this way to taunt me?”

      “Non.”

      “Then what do you want?”

      “I want you to come work for me.”

      The words were so ridiculous Brébeuf couldn’t understand them. He stared at Gamache in undisguised confusion.

      “What? Where?” Brébeuf finally asked.

      Though the real question, they both knew, was why.

      “I’ve just taken over as the commander of the Sûreté Academy,” said Armand. “The new term starts right after Christmas. I’d like you to be one of the professors.”

      Brébeuf continued to stare at Armand. Trying to grasp what was being said.

      This was no simple job offer. Nor, he suspected, was it a peace offering. There’d been too much war, too much damage, for that. Yet.

      This was something else.

      “Why?”

      But Armand didn’t answer. Instead he held Brébeuf’s eyes, until Michel lowered them. Then Gamache shifted his gaze back out to the view. To the vast ocean and the massive rock it had worn down.

      “How do you know you can trust me?” asked Michel, to Armand’s profile.

      “I don’t,” said Armand.

      “You don’t know, or you don’t trust me?”

      Armand turned then and gave Michel a look he’d never seen before. There wasn’t loathing there. Not quite. It wasn’t quite contempt. But it was close.

      There was certainly knowing. Gamache saw him for what he was.

      A weak man. A Percé man. Hollowed out by time and exposure. Worn down and misshapen. Pierced.

      “You opened the gate, Michel. You could’ve stopped it, but you didn’t. When corruption came knocking, you let it in. You betrayed everyone who trusted you. You turned the Sûreté from a strong and brave force into a cesspool, and it has taken many lives and many years to clean it out.”

      “Then why invite me back in?”

      Armand got up and Brébeuf rose with him.

      “The weakness in the Great Wall wasn’t structural, it was human,” said Gamache. “The strength, or weakness, of anything is primarily human. Including the Sûreté. And it all starts at the academy.”

      Brébeuf nodded. “D’accord. I agree. But again, even more so, why me? Aren’t you afraid that I might infect them?”

      He studied Gamache. Then smiled.

      “Or is there already an infection there, Armand? That’s it, isn’t it? Did you come all this way for the antidote? Is that why you need me? I’m the antivirus. The stronger infection sent in to cure the disease. It’s a dangerous game, Armand.”

      Gamache gave him a hard, assessing look, then went inside to get Reine-Marie.

      Michel accompanied them back down the drive. And watched them drive away, back to the airport and the flight home.

      Then he went inside. Alone. No more wife. No more children. No grandchildren. Just a magnificent view, out to sea.

      On the flight, Gamache looked down at the fields, and forests, and snow, and lakes and considered what he’d done.

      Michel was right, of course. It was dangerous, though it wasn’t a game.

      What would happen, he wondered, if he couldn’t control it and the antibiotic, the virus, went viral?

      What had he just sent in? What gate had he opened?

       

      Instead of going back to Three Pines when they landed, Armand drove to Sûreté headquarters. But first he dropped Reine-Marie at their daughter’s home. Annie was four months pregnant with her first child and was showing now.

      “Coming in, Dad?” she asked from the door. “Jean-Guy will be home soon.”

      “I’ll be back later,” he said, kissing her on both cheeks.

      “No rush,” called Reine-Marie, and closed the door.

      At headquarters, Armand pressed the top button in the elevator and was swept up to the office of the Chief Superintendent.

      Thérèse Brunel looked up from her desk. Behind her, the lights of Montréal spread out. He could see three bridges and the headlights of cars filled with people heading home. It was a commanding view, and behind the desk was a commanding presence.

      “Armand,” she said, rising to greet her old friend with an embrace. “Thank you for coming in.”

      Chief Superintendent Brunel indicated the sitting area and they both took seats. In her late sixties now, the slight, elegant woman had come to policing late in life and had taken to it as though she had been born to investigate crime.

      She’d risen fast through the ranks, passing her old professor and colleague Chief Inspector Gamache, until she could rise no further.

      Her office had been redecorated in soft pastels since the former chief superintendent had been, what? “Replaced” was not really the word.

      While she’d been promoted beyond Gamache, they both knew it was a function of the politics within the Sûreté, and not competence. But still, she held the rank and commanded the office and the force with confidence.

      Armand handed her his dossiers and watched as she read. He got up and poured them both drinks, giving her one and taking his to the wall of glass.

      It was a view that never failed to move him, so much did he love Québec.

      “There’s going to be hell to pay, Armand,” she finally said.

      He remained where he was but turned and saw that while her face was serious, stern even, there was no criticism. It was simply a statement of fact.

      “Oui,” he agreed, and turned back to the view as she returned to the documents.

      “I see you’ve changed some of the students,” she said. “I’m not surprised. The problem will come from the faculty. You’re replacing at least half of them.”

      Now he walked back to his chair and sat, placing his almost untouched drink on the coaster and nodding. “How could there be significant change if the same people are in charge?”

      “I’m not disagreeing or arguing with you, but are you prepared for the blowback? These people will lose their pensions, their insurance. And they’ll be humiliated.”

      “Not by me. They’ve done it to themselves. And if they want to sue, I have the proof.” He looked not at all concerned. But neither was he triumphant. This was the tail end of a tragedy. And there was a sting in it.

      “I doubt they’ll sue,” she said, replacing the last file on the pile. “But neither will they go without a fight. It simply won’t be in public, or in the courts.”

      “We’ll see,” he said, sitting back. His face grim and determined.

      Armand watched as she turned to the final stack of dossiers. These were the files on the men and women he planned to invite to teach at the academy. To replace the men and women he was about to fire.

      Showing the list to Thérèse was a courtesy on his part. Chief Superintendent Brunel had no authority over the academy. The academy and the Sûreté were two separate entities, connected theoretically by a common belief in the need for “Service, Integrity, Justice.” The motto of the force.

      But the previous head of the school had commanded in name only. The reality was, he bowed to, then bent and finally broke under the demands of the former head of the Sûreté, who ran the school as his personal training ground.

      But Chief Superintendent Francoeur was no longer the head of the Sûreté. No longer with the force. No longer on this earth. Gamache had seen to that.

      And now Gamache was cleaning up the merde the man left behind.

      The first step was to establish autonomy, but also a courteous collaboration with his counterpart at the Sûreté.

      Commander Gamache watched as Chief Superintendent Brunel made her way down the pile of proposed professors, occasionally making notes or small comments, mumbling to herself. Until she reached the final dossier. She stared at it, then, without even opening it, she looked up at Gamache and held his eyes.

      “Is this a joke?”

      “No.”

      She looked back down but didn’t touch the manila file. It was enough to see the name.

      Michel Brébeuf.

      When she looked up again, there was anger, bordering on rage, on her face.

      “This is madness, Armand.”
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      Serge Leduc waited.

      He was prepared. All morning his iPhone had buzzed with text messages from colleagues, other professors at the academy, to say that the new commander was going to visit them.

      At eight in the morning they’d assumed it was a courtesy call. Armand Gamache was making the rounds to introduce himself and perhaps ask their opinions and advice.

      By nine o’clock a slight pall of doubt had descended, and the texts became more guarded.

      By eleven, the stream of information had become a trickle as fewer and fewer messages appeared in Professor Leduc’s inbox. And those that did were curt.

      Have you heard from Roland? 

      Anyone know anything? 

      I can hear him coming down the corridor. 

      And finally, by noon, Leduc’s iPhone had fallen silent.

      He sat in his large office and looked at the books lining his walls. On weapons. On federal and provincial regulations. On common law and the Napoleonic Code. There were case histories and training manuals. The wall space not taken up with textbooks was allocated to his citations and an old etching of the parts of a musket.

      A small man in his mid-forties, but still powerfully built, Leduc had been moved to the academy after he’d been caught with drugs stolen from the Sûreté evidence locker.

      Leduc had nursed a slight suspicion that Chief Superintendent Francoeur had engineered the whole thing. Not that he wasn’t guilty. Leduc had been skimming from the mountain of seized drugs for years, selling them on to crime syndicates. What struck him as suspicious was that he’d suddenly been caught just as an opening for the number two position at the academy had come up.

      Francoeur had presented Inspector Leduc with a choice. Become second-in-command at the academy or be fired.

      Serge Leduc had navigated the realpolitik of the Sûreté by being a pragmatist. If this was what the Chief Superintendent wanted, then so be it. It was unhelpful and unhealthy to nurse a grudge or to fight the inevitable. Especially against Sylvain Francoeur. Leduc himself had been an enforcer long enough to know what being fired by Francoeur might mean.

      That had been almost a decade ago, and with his transfer a new era had dawned. Though not, perhaps, an Age of Enlightenment.

      On Francoeur’s orders, Serge Leduc had reshaped the academy. Picking and choosing the recruits. Changing the curriculum. Guiding, nurturing, and whipping the young men and women into shape. And the shape they took was that of Serge Leduc.

      Any recruit who resisted or even appeared about to question was marked for special treatment. Something guaranteed to create an attitude adjustment.

      The actual head of the academy had protested feebly but was just going through the motions. The Commander excelled at form without function. He was an impressive figurehead, a relic kept in place to calm worried mothers and fathers who naturally, though mistakenly, believed the primary danger to their children was physical.

      The Commander inspired confidence with his gray hair and straight back, in his dress uniform on entrance day when he smiled at the eager recruits, and on graduation when they smiled at him smugly, knowingly. The rest of the time he cowered in his office, afraid of the phone, afraid of the knock on the door, afraid of the night and afraid of the dawn.

      And now he was gone. And Chief Superintendent Francoeur was gone. “Fired,” as it were, in an irony not lost on Leduc.

      And now Professor Leduc waited for the knock on the door.

      He wasn’t worried. He was the Duke. And all this belonged to him.

       

      Armand Gamache walked down the long corridor. They’d torn down the old academy, where he himself had trained, a few years earlier and relocated to the South Shore of Montréal to this new glass and concrete and steel structure.

      Gamache, while appreciating tradition and respecting history, had not mourned the loss of the former academy. It was only bricks and mortar. What mattered wasn’t what the building looked like but what happened inside.

      Two Sûreté agents walked behind Gamache, personally chosen for this detail and lent to him by Thérèse Brunel.

      He stopped at the door. The final one on his list. And without hesitation, he knocked.

       

      Leduc heard it and despite himself gave a tiny, involuntary spasm. And he realized that a small part of himself never thought the rap on the door would ever really come.

      But still, he wasn’t worried.

      He got up, and turning his back on the door, he folded his arms across his broad chest and looked out the floor-to-ceiling window at the playing field below, covered in a layer of undisturbed snow.

       

      Gamache waited.

      He heard the agents beginning to shuffle and grow restless behind him. He could almost see them shooting glances at each other and frowning.

      But still he waited, clasping his large hands behind his back. No need to knock again. The man inside had heard and now was playing a game. But it was a game of solitaire.

      Gamache was declining to play. Instead, he used the time to think about the best way to implement his plans.

      Serge Leduc was not an issue. He was not even an obstacle. He was, in fact, part of the plan.

       

      Leduc stared out the window and waited for the next knock. A sharper rap. An impatient little tattoo on his door. But none came.

      Had Gamache left?

      Sylvain Francoeur had always declared that Chief Inspector Gamache was a weak man who hid it well behind a thin façade often mistaken for wisdom.

      “His one real talent is fooling others into believing that he has talent,” the head of the Sûreté had proclaimed more than once. “Armand Gamache, filled with integrity and courage. Bullshit. You know why he hates me? Because I know him for what he is.”

      By this time, Francoeur was usually a few Scotches in and had become voluble and more than usually aggressive. Most subordinates knew enough to excuse themselves and get the hell out after the third drink. But Serge Leduc stayed, excited by this game of chicken and because he had nowhere else to go.

      Francoeur would lean across his desk, looking past the bottle of Ballantine’s, to whoever was left. His face suffused with blood and rage.

      “He’s a coward. Weak, weak, weak. He hires the goddamned dregs, you know. The agents no one else wants. The ones better men have thrown out. Gamache picks up garbage. And you know why?”

      Leduc knew why. He’d heard this story before. But just because the familiar words came out in a miasma of Scotch and malice didn’t make them untrue.

      “Because he doesn’t like competition. He surrounds himself with sycophants and losers to make himself look better. He hates guns. Afraid of them. Fucking coward. Fooled a lot of people, but not me.”

      Francoeur would shake his head and his hand would creep to his own handgun in the holster on his belt. The gun that Armand Gamache would one day use to kill him.

      “This isn’t a ‘police gentle,’” Francoeur liked to say at convocation, when the students graduated from cadets to agents, streaming into the Sûreté like water through a cracked hull. “It’s not a ‘police kindness.’ It’s a police force. It’s called that for a reason. We use force. We are a force. And one to be reckoned with.”

      That always brought wild applause from the students and slight unease from the families gathered in the auditorium.

      Chief Superintendent Francoeur didn’t care. His words weren’t for the parents and grandparents.

      During the term, Francoeur would visit the academy once a month, staying overnight in the lavish quarters reserved for him. After dinner he’d invite a select few to join him for drinks in the large living room overlooking the vast playing field. He’d regale the wide-eyed cadets with harrowing tales of great danger, of investigations wildly perilous, expertly leavened by the odd story of ridiculous criminals and silly mistakes.

      And then, when Francoeur judged the time was right, he’d insinuate the real message into his stories. That the Sûreté du Québec wasn’t there to be on guard for the population, but to be on guard against them. The citizens were the enemy.

      The only ones the recruits could really trust were their confrères in the Sûreté. And even then, they had to be careful. There were some intent on weakening the force from within.

      Serge Leduc would watch the unlined faces and wide eyes, and over the course of the months, the years, he’d see them change. And he would marvel at the skill of the Chief Superintendent, who could so easily create such little monsters.

      Chief Superintendent Francoeur was gone now but his legacy remained, in flesh and blood and in glass and steel. In the cold hard surfaces and sharp edges of the academy and the agents he’d designed.

      The new academy itself appeared simple, classic even. It was placed on land appropriated from the community of Saint-Alphonse, the Sûreté’s needs judged far greater than the population’s.

      It was designed as a quadrangle, with a playing field in the middle, enclosed by gleaming buildings on all four sides. The only way in was through a single gate.

      It gave the appearance of both transparency and strength. But in actuality, it was a fortress. A fiefdom.

      Serge Leduc stared out at the quadrangle. This was, he now suspected, his last day in that office. This was his final view of those fields.

      The knock on the door had confirmed that.

      But he would not leave meekly. If the new commander thought he could walk in there and take over his territory without a fight, then he wasn’t simply weak, he was stupid. And stupid people got what they deserved.

      Adjusting the holster on his belt and putting on his suit jacket, Leduc walked to his door and opened it. And came face-to-face with Armand Gamache. Though Leduc had to tilt his head back a little.

      “May I help you?”

      He’d never met the man in person, though he’d seen him often enough at a distance and in news reports. Now Leduc was surprised by how solid he was, though unlike Francoeur, Gamache did not exude force.

      But there was something there, something unusual about him. It was probably the scar at the temple, Leduc thought. It gave the impression of strength, but all it really meant was that the man was plodding and hadn’t ducked quickly enough.

      “Armand Gamache,” said the new commander, putting out his hand and smiling. “Do you have a moment?”

      At a subtle signal, the two large Sûreté agents stepped back across the corridor, but the man himself didn’t move, didn’t walk right by Leduc and lay claim to the office.

      Instead he stood there, politely waiting to be invited in.

      Leduc almost smiled. It would be all right after all.

      Here was the new commander, no better than the old one. One relic replaced by another. Put Gamache into a dress uniform and he would look impressive. But blow and he’d fall down.

      But then Serge Leduc met Gamache’s eyes, and in that instant he understood what Gamache was really doing.

      The new commander could, especially with the help of the large agents, force his way into Leduc’s office. But what Gamache was in fact doing was much more cunning and far more insidious. And for the first time, Serge Leduc wondered if Francoeur had been wrong.

      Gamache had killed the Chief Superintendent with Francoeur’s own gun. It was an act that was both final and symbolic.

      And now Serge Leduc looked into those calm, confident, intelligent eyes and he realized Gamache was doing the same thing to him. Not killing him. Not physically anyway. Armand Gamache was waiting for Leduc to invite him in. To voluntarily step aside.

      Because then the defeat would be absolute.

      Anyone could take something by force, but not many could get someone to surrender without a fight.

      So far, Armand Gamache had taken the academy without a fight. And this was the last hill.

      Professor Leduc moved his left arm, so that his wrist felt the butt of the handgun through his jacket. As he did that, he lifted his right hand and shook Gamache’s. Holding the man’s hand and his eyes. Both of which were steady, and displayed neither anger nor challenge.

      It was, Leduc realized, far more threatening than any overt show of force could ever be.

      “Come in,” said Leduc. “I’ve been expecting you. I know why you’re here.”

      “I wonder if that’s true,” said the new commander, closing the door behind him and leaving the Sûreté agents in the corridor.

      Leduc was confused, but he remained confident. Gamache might have his plans, his charm, even a degree of courage. But Serge Leduc had a gun. And no amount of courage could stop a bullet.

      Serge Leduc knew that he did not care all that much about the academy. What he hated was someone taking what was his. And this office, this school, belonged to him.

      Leduc waved toward the visitor’s chair and Gamache took it, while Leduc sat at his desk. He was about to speak. His hand, unseen below the desk, had moved over to the holster and removed the handgun.

      He would be arrested. He would be tried. He would be found guilty, because he would be guilty. But Leduc knew he would be considered a martyr by many former students. Better that than going quietly, as everyone else had. And besides, he had nowhere to go except out into the cold.

      But before Leduc could say anything, Gamache placed a manila file on the large desk. His hand rested on it for a moment, as though giving it final consideration, then he wordlessly pushed it toward the professor.

      Despite himself, Leduc was curious. Resting the gun on his lap, he pulled the dossier toward him and opened it. The first page was simple, clear. In bullet form it listed his transgressions.

      Leduc was not surprised to see the ones from his days at the Sûreté. Old news. Francoeur had promised to destroy the files, but Leduc hadn’t believed that for a moment. But he was surprised to see the others. From the academy. From the land appropriations. The building contracts. The negotiations no one else knew about, supposedly.

      Clear, concise, easy to read and easy to understand. And Serge Leduc understood.

      Closing the folder, he once again lowered his hand to his lap.

      “You’re predictable, monsieur,” he said. “I was expecting this.”

      Gamache nodded, but still didn’t speak. His silence was unsettling, though Leduc tried not to show it.

      “You’re here to fire me.”

      And now Gamache did something completely unexpected. He smiled. Not broadly. Not smugly. But with some amusement.

      “I can see how you’d expect that,” he said. “But in fact, I’m here to ask you to stay on.”

      The handgun hit the floor with a thud.

      “I believe you’ve dropped something,” said Gamache, getting to his feet. “You will not be my second-in-command, of course, but you will continue as full professor, teaching crime prevention and community relations. I’d like your course outline by the end of the week.”

      Serge Leduc sat there, unable to move or to speak, long after Commander Gamache’s footsteps had stopped echoing down the hall.

      And in the silence Leduc realized what Gamache exuded. It wasn’t force. It was power.
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      “What’ve you found?”

      “Piss off,” said Ruth, and turned her bony back to protect what was in her hands. Then she shot a sly glance over her shoulder. “Oh, it’s you. Sorry.”

      “Who did you think it was?” asked Reine-Marie, more amused than annoyed.

      She’d been sitting beside Ruth every afternoon for almost two months, going through the documents in the blanket box, as Olivier had asked. Most afternoons, like this one, Clara and Myrna also came over and helped, though it never felt like a chore.

      The four women sat around the fireplace, sipping cafés au lait and Scotch, eating chocolatines and examining the mass of papers Olivier and Gabri had pulled from the walls of the bistro twenty years earlier, while renovating.

      Reine-Marie and Ruth, and Rosa, her duck, shared the sofa, while Clara and Myrna took armchairs across from each other.

      Clara was taking a break from her self-portrait, though privately Reine-Marie wondered if when Clara said she was painting herself, she didn’t mean it literally. Each afternoon Clara showed up with food in her hair and dabs of paint on her face. Today it was a shade of bright orange and marinara sauce.

      Across from Clara sat her best friend, Myrna, who ran the New and Used Bookstore next door to the bistro. She’d wedged herself into the large chair, enjoying every word of her reading and every bite of her chocolatine.

      A hundred years ago, when the papers were first shoved into the walls as insulation against the biting Québec winter, the women of the village would have gathered for a sewing bee.

      This was the modern equivalent. A reading bee.

      At least, Clara, Myrna, and Reine-Marie were reading. Reine-Marie had no idea what Ruth was doing.

      The old poet had spent the previous day and this one staring at a single sheet of paper. Ignoring the rest of the documents. Ignoring her friends. Ignoring the Scotch gleaming in the cut glass in front of her. That was most alarming.

      “What are you looking at?” Reine-Marie persisted.

      Now both Clara and Myrna lowered the pages they’d been studying to study Ruth. Even Rosa looked at the elderly woman quizzically. Though Reine-Marie had come to understand that ducks rarely looked anything but.

      Reine-Marie had fallen into a relaxed routine of sorting through the township’s archives in the morning, then heading to the bistro in the afternoon.

      On weekends, Armand would join her, sitting in one of the comfortable armchairs, nursing a beer and going over his own papers.

      Though the pine blanket box looked a little like a treasure chest and had yielded many fascinating things, none could remotely be considered treasure, not even by an archivist who saw gold where others saw insulation.

      When Ruth had started this project, the leaves outside had been bright amber and red and yellow. Now Christmas had come and gone and the trees were heavy with snow. A thick layer lay on the village so that the only way to get from one place to another was via trenches dug out by Billy Williams.

      It was now early January. A peaceful time of the year, when the cheery lights and wreaths were still up, but there was no longer the pressure of the season. Their fridges and freezers were full of shortbread and fruitcake and turkey casseroles. Their own form of insulation against the winter.

      Sitting in front of the bistro fire, looking from the snow outside to the stack of old documents, Reine-Marie felt a deep peace and contentment, marred only by the look she sometimes caught on Armand’s face.

      His first term as commander was just days away now. She knew the changes he’d implemented were controversial, even revolutionary.

      Against all logic, and advice, he’d kept on the most senior and corrupt professor, Serge Leduc. He’d gone to Gaspé and tracked down the quisling Michel Brébeuf. He’d brought in sweeping changes to the curriculum, and gone through each and every application for admission, changing many of the dots from green to red, and vice versa.

      He’d instituted a policy of allowing the community access to the magnificent facilities at the new academy, as well as an obligation for the students and staff to volunteer as coaches, as drivers. As visitors to the lonely and readers for the blind. As Big Sisters and Big Brothers. They would deliver meals where needed, and dig out driveways after blizzards. They would be at the disposal of the mayor of Saint-Alphonse in times of need. The mayor and the new commander would work together.

      The mayor had met these suggestions with a marked lack of enthusiasm, bordering on disdain.

      The community had, after all, greeted the arrival of the Sûreté Academy a few years earlier with unalloyed delight, helping them find an appropriate site on the outskirts of Saint-Alphonse.

      The mayor and the council had worked closely with Serge Leduc. Right up until the moment the mayor had received the notice that the academy would not be moving to the edge of town after all. Instead, it would be appropriating land right in the center. The plot Serge Leduc knew was reserved for their much-longed-for recreation center.

      The mayor could barely believe it.

      It was an act of betrayal not easily forgiven, and never forgotten. And the mayor, not being a stupid man, wasn’t going to be fooled again.

      The community didn’t want anything to do with the academy, the deceitful bastards. The professors didn’t want anything to do with the community, the great unwashed.

      In that they were in agreement.

      “All the more reason to reach out, don’t you think?” Gamache had said to Jean-Guy Beauvoir, his former second-in-command and now his son-in-law, as they’d sat together one evening at the Gamaches’ home in Three Pines.

      “I think you go out of your way to find mountains to climb,” said Beauvoir, who was reading a book on a particularly disastrous Everest ascent.

      Gamache had laughed. “I wish it was a mountain. At least they’re majestic. Conquering them brings some sense of triumph. The Sûreté Academy is more like a great big hole filled with merde. And I’ve fallen into it.”

      “Fallen, patron? As I remember it, you jumped.”

      Gamache had laughed again and bowed his head over his notebook.

      Beauvoir watched this, and waited. He’d been waiting for months now, ever since Gamache had told Jean-Guy and Annie about his decision to take over the academy.

      While some had been surprised, it had seemed the perfect move to Jean-Guy, who knew the man better than most. It had also seemed perfect to Annie, who was relieved her father would at least, at last, be safe.

      Jean-Guy had not told his pregnant wife that the academy was, in fact, the last shit pit in the Sûreté. And her father was in up to his neck.

      Beauvoir had sat in the study, quietly, and then taken his book on Everest into the living room and read, in front of the cheerful fire, of perilous ascents. Of oxygen sickness and avalanches and great jutting shards of ice ten stories high that sometimes toppled over without warning, crushing man and beast beneath.

      Jean-Guy sat in the comfortable living room and shivered as he read of bodies left on the mountain where they fell. Frozen as they reached out, for help or to drag themselves one inch closer to the summit.

      What had they thought, these ice men and women, in their final lucid moments?

      Would their last thought be why? Why had this seemed a good idea?

      And he wondered if the man in the study would one day ask himself the same thing.

      Inspector Jean-Guy Beauvoir knew that his mountain analogy with Gamache had been wrong. If you died on the side of a mountain, it was in the middle of a selfish, meaningless act. A feat of strength and ego, wrapped in bravado.

      No, the academy wasn’t a mountain. It was, as Gamache had said, a cesspool. But it was a task that needed to be done. As went the academy, so went the Sûreté. If one was merde, the other would be too.

      Chief Inspector Gamache had cleaned up the Sûreté, but he knew his work was only half done. Now Commander Gamache would turn his attention to the academy.

      So far, while firing former professors and hiring new ones, he had not named a second-in-command. Everyone assumed he’d approach Jean-Guy. The younger man had assumed that too, and waited. And was still waiting. And beginning to wonder.

      “Would you take it?” Annie had asked one morning over breakfast.

      Never a petite person, she had blossomed with pregnancy, which was one way of putting it. All Jean-Guy cared about was that she and the baby were healthy. He would kill if he had to, to get her that last tub of Häagen-Dazs.

      “Do you think I should?” Jean-Guy had replied, and seen Annie smile.

      “You’re kidding, right? Give up your position as inspector in the homicide division, one of the most senior officers in the Sûreté, to go to the academy? You?”

      “Then you think I should do it?”

      She’d laughed in that full-hearted way she had. “I don’t think ‘should’ has ever entered your thinking. I think you will do it.”

      “And why would I?”

      “Because you love my father.”

      It was true.

      He would follow Armand Gamache through the gates of Hell, and the Sûreté Academy was as close as Québec got to Hades.

       

      Reine-Marie sat in the bistro and looked out at the darkness and the three great pines, visible only because of the Christmas lights festooned on them. The blue and red and green lights, luminous under a layer of fresh snow, looked as though they were suspended in midair.

      It was just five o’clock but it could have been midnight.

      Patrons had begun arriving at the bistro, meeting friends for a cinq à sept, the cocktail hour at the end of the day.

      Armand hadn’t joined her, preferring the peace and quiet of the study as the first day of term approached. She looked across the village green, past the cheerful trees, to their home, and the light at the study window.

      Reine-Marie had been relieved when she’d heard his decision to take over the academy. It seemed a perfect fit for a man more inclined to track down a rare book than a murderer. But find killers he’d done, for thirty years. And he’d been strangely good at it. He’d hunted serial killers, singular killers, mass murderers. Those who premeditated and those who meditated not at all, but simply lashed out. All had taken lives, and all had been found by her husband, with very few exceptions.

      Yes, Reine-Marie had been relieved when, after reviewing all the offers and discussing them with her, Armand had decided to take on the task of commanding the Sûreté Academy. Of clearing up the mess left by years of brutality and corruption.

      She’d been relieved, right up until the moment she’d surprised that grim look on his face.

      And then a chill had seeped into her. Not a killing cold, but a warning of worse to come.

      “You’ve been looking at that for a day now,” said Myrna, breaking into Reine-Marie’s thoughts and gesturing toward the paper in Ruth’s hand. The old poet held it delicately, at the edges.

      “May I see it?” Reine-Marie asked, her voice gentle, her hand out as though coaxing a lost dog into a car. Had she had a bottle of Scotch, Ruth would’ve been wagging her tail on the front seat by now.

      Ruth looked from one to the other, then she relinquished it. But not to Reine-Marie.

      She gave it to Clara.
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