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Chapter 1


 


Oh, merde.”


Harriet looked in the mirror, her toothbrush hanging out of her mouth. It was the first of June and she’d forgotten to say, rabbit, rabbit, rabbit.


She said it now, toothpaste foaming on her lips, but had the sinking feeling it was too late. The magic wouldn’t work. And if there was any day when she needed magic, it was today.


“Merde.”


“It’ll bring you good luck, little one,” Auntie Myrna had assured her niece when she’d taught her the incantation. “It’ll protect you.”


That had been years ago, but the rabbit habit hadn’t wholly taken. Most months Harriet remembered, but of course this month, when she needed it most, she’d forgotten. Though she knew it was probably because she had so much else on her mind.


“Shit.”


Did she really believe repeating rabbit, rabbit, rabbit made a difference? No. Of course not. How could she? It was a silly superstition. There was nothing actually magical about those words. Where did it even come from anyway? And why “rabbit”?


It was ridiculous.


She was an engineer, she told herself as she prepared for her morning run. A rational human being. But then so was her aunt. Did Auntie Myrna even do it? Or had it been a joke the timid child had taken to heart?


Setting aside the absurdity of magical incantations, Harriet marshaled her rational self and entered the day.


Everything will be okay, she said as she ran through the warm June morning. All will be well.


But Harriet Landers was wrong. She really should have repeated rabbit, rabbit, rabbit.


It was the beginning of November when the Chief Inspector first saw Clotilde Arsenault. He pulled his field jacket closer around him and knelt beside her, like a penitent at some awful altar.


Do you want to hear my secret?


“Oui,” whispered Armand Gamache. “Tell me your secret.”


He heard a snort of derision behind him and ignored it, continuing to stare into the worried eyes of the dead woman at his feet.


The head of homicide for the Sûreté du Québec had been called away from Sunday breakfast with his young family. He’d flown hours northeast from his home in Montréal to the shores of this godforsaken lake to kneel beside the body that now bobbed in near-freezing waters. She was shoved half ashore by the gray waves that were growing increasingly insistent by the minute.


Whitecaps had formed out at the center of the lake, and even in this fairly protected cove, they bumped up against the woman, moving her limbs in some mockery of life. As though she’d decided she wasn’t dead after all and was about to rise.


It added a macabre element to an already morbid scene.


It was a bleak day. The first of November. A wind blew in from the north, bringing with it the promise of rain. Perhaps sleet. Perhaps freezing rain. Even snow.


It frothed up the already tumultuous lake, creating waves on the waves. Shoving the dead woman ever forward, offering her to Gamache. Insisting he take her.


But he couldn’t. Not yet. Though all he wanted to do was haul her further onto the rocky shore. To safety. He wanted to wipe her face dry and close those glassy eyes. And wrap her in the warm Hudson’s Bay blanket he’d spotted in the back of the local Sûreté vehicle that had driven him there.


But he, of course, did none of those things. Instead, with immense stillness, he continued to stare. To take in every detail. What could be seen, and what could not.


It was hard to tell her age. Not young. Not old. The water, and death, had slackened her face, washing away age lines. Though she still looked worry-worn.


She obviously had had good reason to worry.


Blond hair, like string, was plastered across her face. A strand touched her open eyes. Gamache could not help but blink for her.


He didn’t have to guess her age, he actually knew exactly how old she was. Thirty-six. And he knew her name, though they hadn’t yet searched her body for ID, and no formal identification had been made.


She was the woman reported missing by her two children a day earlier.


Children now orphaned.


“Photographs?” he asked, looking across at his second-in-command.


“Taken,” said Inspector Linda Chernin. “Scene of Crime has searched the immediate area. Teams are on the lake and moving along the shoreline, looking for where she might’ve gone in. We’re waiting for the coroner before we move her, patron.”


Behind him there was a pfffft and a muttered “Patron. Kiss-ass.”


Inspector Chernin’s lips thinned, her eyes hardened, and she made to get up to confront the agent, but a look from Gamache stopped her.


Just.


Harriet ran through the bright, cool June morning, keeping to the center of the dirt road out of Three Pines.


She glanced this way and that, always aware of her surroundings. Aware of the thick forest, and what might be hiding in there. Bears. Moose. Rabid foxes. Bloodsucking ticks with Lyme disease.


Bigfoot. The murdered kid who now murders other kids.


She smiled, remembering the silly ghost stories told around the village bonfires. But still, she picked up her pace. Harriet had spent much of her life running. And now, in her early twenties, she was running faster and faster. Further and further. Away.


“Injuries?” Gamache asked.


From his vantage point he could see none, though the coroner would be able to tell them more. He hoped.


“Here.” Inspector Chernin pointed to the side of the victim’s head.


Gamache leaned across the body for a closer look. As he did, a shadow blocked out what little sunlight penetrated the pewter clouds.


“Do you mind?” he asked, glancing over his shoulder. When the shadow withdrew, he bent closer.


A crushing blow had caved in that side of the woman’s head.


“It could’ve been postmortem,” said Chernin. “From what her kids told the local cops, she’d been drinking and was depressed.”


“You’re thinking suicide?” asked Gamache, sitting back on his heels, aware that his legs were growing numb from a combination of the kneeling and the cold.


A gust of wind blew spray from the lake onto his face. He turned his back, protecting not himself but the dead woman. It was not necessary. It was instinct.


Behind him he heard another snort, this time of amusement.


“Suicide? Are you kidding? She was a drunk and whored around from what I hear, but she didn’t kill herself. That’s obvious. Though who’d have blamed her? I’d off myself too, if I were her. Fucking waste of space.”


Gamache had a few quiet words with Inspector Chernin, then rose. He slowly, deliberately, turned to face the unfortunate young man.


Had the agent been more astute, had his head not been quite so far up his own derrière, had he not been so intent on self-destruction, he might have noticed the look in Chief Inspector Gamache’s eyes.


“Come with me, please.”


Gamache reached out, and the agent braced for the inevitable shove. But it didn’t happen. Instead, the Chief Inspector simply indicated a rocky outcropping, away from the activity.


Once there, Gamache stopped, turned, and after regarding the young man for a moment, he finally spoke. His voice was deep, calm. Quiet. But it held more force than any screaming the agent had heard his entire life. And he’d heard a lot.


“Agent Beauvoir, don’t you ever—”


“—wonder what would’ve happened if your father and I had never met?” asked Jean-Guy Beauvoir.


He looked across the tub at his wife, Annie, who was bathing their infant daughter, Idola. Then he went back to trying to put a sweater on a squirming Honoré, who was eager to get out to play on the village green with his friends.


The fact the child’s best friend seemed to be the deranged old poet Ruth Zardo both amused and slightly worried his parents.


“You mean had Dad never found you languishing in the locker of that Sûreté detachment in the middle of nowhere?”


“I mean when he recognized my brilliance and begged me to help him solve the most difficult murder ever.”


“Anywhere,” said Annie, who’d heard this before.


“In the world,” agreed Jean-Guy.


He released Honoré, who sprang out of the room, thumping down the stairs and outside, banging the screen door behind him.


“The lady in the lake,” said Annie.


“Oui. And by the way, I wasn’t actually in the locker.”


“Only because you were too big to stuff in there.”


“Because I was too tough. And still am.” He bent closer to his daughter, smiling. “Daddy’s big and strong and won’t let anything ever happen to you, right, ma belle Idola, Idola, Idola.”


As Idola’s father held her flat, saucer-like eyes, she laughed. With abandon.


She was so like her mother that way. A light and easy heart.


“Dad did mention your contribution that day,” said Annie, toweling the child dry. “But it sounded more like ‘shit-head.’ ”


Jean-Guy laughed. “Sûreté code for brilliant.”


“Ahhh. Then you are definitely luminous.” She heard a snort of amusement as he turned and looked out the window at the village of Three Pines.


Harriet Landers let herself into the New and Used Bookshop and tiptoed up the stairs.


She needn’t have bothered. Auntie Myrna, in her signature huge caftan, was already up and in the kitchen of the loft, brewing coffee. Her partner, Billy, beside her, frying eggs and bacon.


Harriet had smelled it when she’d opened the door to the bookshop and thought it might be coming from the bistro next door.


An emerging vegan, her kryptonite was bacon and eggs. And real cream in her coffee. And croissants. She was too afraid to ask Sarah the baker if there was real butter in them.


It seemed her magical thinking, while not extending to incantations, did extend to croissants.


“Ready?” asked Billy, after they’d finished breakfast.


Harriet had showered and dressed, and made up the sofa bed in the living area.


She took a deep breath. “Ready.”


Auntie Myrna, unconvinced, folded her into her arms, and whispered, “It’ll be all right. We’ll be there. You look beautiful.”


Harriet smiled, and didn’t believe a word of it.


Jean-Guy had his back to the bedroom and was looking out the window at the peaceful little Québécois village.


Annie could see that he was no longer in the bedroom of her parents’ home in Three Pines. He was standing on the frigid shores of a lake that had just thrown up a corpse. The memory was never all that far away. And it was never really a memory.


That day had changed everything.


It was the day a disgruntled little shit of a Sûreté agent had met the distinguished head of the most successful homicide division in the nation. It was the day the man who would become Annie’s husband had met her father.


What would have happened had they not met? What would have happened had the lady in the lake not been killed? Had her father not chosen to investigate it himself?


What if he had not gone into the basement of that far-flung Sûreté detachment? A place not flung quite far enough.


Why had he? There’d been no reason. Chief Inspector Gamache hadn’t even been to the scene of the murder yet. There was no evidence housed down in the basement of the detachment. Only a surly young agent, discarded and forgotten.


And yet, Armand Gamache had.


Because he had to. Because, Annie Gamache knew, it was fated.


From the bedroom window, Jean-Guy watched their five-year-old son pause, look both ways, then run across the dirt road and onto the village green, where a bunch of boys and girls were kicking a soccer ball. The skinny boy gave every appearance of being impetuous, even reckless, while in fact being quite cautious. Not fearful, but careful.


He was like his father that way. Filled with piss and vinegar and caution.


An elderly woman and a duck watched the children from a nearby bench. Honoré ran up, gave them both a quick kiss, then turned and tackled another kid.


Even from the open window of his in-laws’ home, Jean-Guy could hear their shrieks of laughter.


Ruth, watching from the bench, shook her head in mock disapproval, then took a swig from a mug of what might contain coffee, though no one would bet on it.


Despite the laughter and fresh sunshine and the promise of warmth in the young June morning, Jean-Guy rubbed his hands together and drew his elbows into his sides.


The memory of that November morning by the forlorn lake had called up a chill. A cold that had settled into his bones, into his marrow, all those years ago had never really left.


But it wasn’t just the past that had resurrected the chill. It was the present, what was going to happen on this shiny day. So many years later.


“There’s always another story,” whispered Jean-Guy. “There’s more than meets the eye.”


His gaze shifted from the children and the poet to the solitary man walking around the perimeter of the village green. As a guard might. Not to keep criminals in. But to keep those inside safe from an outside world that could not always be trusted. But the truth was, this man, who had no business or reason to trust, actually did.


Jean-Guy knew that, as head of homicide for Québec, his father-in-law had seen things no human should witness. Day in. Day out. The corpses had piled up. Armand Gamache had seen the worst that people could do. Acts that would harden most hearts and turn a good person cynical, despairing, and finally not caring.


And yet Gamache seemed impervious, almost blind, to the horrors, even while investigating them. 


When Jean-Guy, as his second-in-command, had finally pointed out the dangers his blindness posed to his team, to the citizens he’d sworn to protect, the Chief had sat him down. Leaning forward, his elbows on his knees, his fingers intertwined, Gamache had explained.


Yes, Jean-Guy was right. He’d seen the worst, truly terrible things. They both had. But he’d also seen the best. They both had.


He held the younger man’s eyes, inviting him to set aside for a moment the great brutality that existed and to remember the acts of greater courage. Of integrity and decency. Of self-control.


Of forgiveness.


Not by moral giants, not performed by superhumans. These were men and women of human size and proportion. Some were cops. Many were not.


What blinded us, he told Beauvoir, were the horrific acts. They threatened to overwhelm and obscure the decency. It was so easy to remember the cruelty because those left a wound, a scab that hid the rest. Hid the best. But those appalling acts, those appalling people, were the exception.


“You need to remember that, Jean-Guy. The blindness you mention isn’t believing in the essential goodness of people, it’s failing to see it.”


Jean-Guy Beauvoir listened and nodded but wasn’t convinced. Which wasn’t to say he thought the Chief was soft. Anything but.


Gamache was clearheaded, even ruthless when necessary.


While he hated guns and didn’t wear one in the normal course of his day, Gamache did not hesitate to use the weapon. When necessary. Aiming and firing with an astonishing precision for someone who loathed firearms.


Ghosts followed the Chief Inspector, haunting him even on this bright June morning. And yet, for all that, Armand Gamache remained a hopeful, even happy, man.


He’d chosen to spend his adult life tracking killers, looking into the minds of madmen. Exploring the dark caverns and fissures where acts of murder were born and raised, nurtured, protected, and sent out into the world.


While Gamache had become an explorer of human emotions, Jean-Guy Beauvoir was the hunter. They were a perfect, though unequal, team.


Watching his father-in-law toss a slimy tennis ball to Henri the German shepherd, Jean-Guy was under no illusions who was the leader. He’d follow him anywhere. And had.


And had. Almost. Anywhere. Almost . . . 


Again, he felt the chill.


Henri bounded after the ball, followed by old Fred, who never stopped believing he had a chance of getting there first. And finally tiny Gracie, found on a rubbish heap by Reine-Marie. And brought home.


Gracie might, or might not, be a dog. The smart money was now on guinea pig, with hedgehog a close second.


Armand knelt and picked up the ball Henri had dropped in the muck at his feet. The dog’s tail wagged so furiously it shook his whole body. Then Armand kneaded Henri’s ears, no doubt whispering that he was a good boy.


Though he needn’t have gotten so close. Had Jean-Guy whispered it from the second-story bedroom window, Henri would have heard.


The shepherd’s ears were so enormous they were capable, the villagers suspected, of picking up transmissions from outer space. If there was alien life, Henri would be the first to know.


Then Gamache kissed Fred on the top of his smelly head, patted Gracie, and, standing back up, he tossed the ball again. Then continued his Saturday morning stroll through the sunshine.


A happy and content man. Trailed by ghosts.


It had taken Jean-Guy years to figure out how Gamache managed to hold on to his equilibrium, his humanity, when so many fellow senior officers had seen their marriages fall apart. Who’d taken to drink, to drugs, to despair, to cynicism. To corruption. To turning a blind eye to violence, their own and those of their officers.


Every day Armand Gamache commanded a department that hunted the worst that humankind offered. All day, every day.


And he took the most gruesome task on himself. To break the news to the families.


He absorbed the unfathomable grief as the world collapsed on top of these husbands, wives, fathers, mothers. Children.


With his words, he crushed these people. Killed these people. They were never, ever the same. They now lived in a netherworld where the unthinkable happened. Where the boundaries would now forever be proscribed by “before” and “after.”


This Armand Gamache did.


How he carried the sorrow and responsibility and still remained hopeful had baffled Jean-Guy for years. But now he knew.


He could do it because at the end of each brutal day, Armand Gamache returned here. To the tiny village of Three Pines. That existed on no map. That sat in a hollow surrounded by forests and mountains. As though in the palm of some great hand.


Every evening, he returned here to Reine-Marie.


He sat in the bistro and sipped a scotch and listened to the stories of their days. Clara the painter. Myrna the bookstore owner. Ruth the poet and Rosa, her foul-mouthed duck. Gabri and his partner, Olivier, would join them by the fire, or out on the terrasse on warm summer evenings, their voices mingling with the trill of crickets and the gentle murmur of the Rivière Bella Bella.


Monsieur Béliveau and Billy Williams and Sarah the baker and Robert Mongeau, the new minister, and his wife, Sylvie, and any number of other friends would be there.


All having discovered a village only ever found by people lost.


Every evening Armand Gamache was reminded that goodness existed. And every morning he drove away, to face the horrors. To roll away the stone and step inside the cave. Secure in the certainty that no matter what he found, he could always find his way back home.


There was, though, to Beauvoir’s knowledge, one boulder that Gamache refused to move. One cave he would not enter.


Yes. There was one person, one mind, Armand Gamache feared.










Chapter 2


 


Don’t you ever—” the Chief Inspector began to say.


The softly spoken words cut through the wind and roar of crashing waves and landed in the younger man’s ears as though whispered directly there.


“—talk like that—”


Agent Beauvoir braced for the Chief Inspector to say “—to me, you stupid, arrogant little shit.”


But instead . . . 


“—at the scene of a murder. That isn’t a body, that isn’t a corpse, that isn’t a puzzle. She’s a human being whose life has been taken. Stolen. I will not tolerate that sort of language, that behavior.”


Spray from waves beating against the rocks stung their faces, but while Beauvoir winced, the Chief Inspector never flinched. Never turned away. His deep brown eyes never wavered, never left Beauvoir’s.


With every word the man uttered, the young agent grew more and more perplexed.


More and more afraid.


Screaming, yelling, threatening he understood, even went out of his way to provoke.


But this? It wasn’t just a foreign language, it was alien. As though the man in front of him had appeared from some strange world unknown to Beauvoir. He understood the individual words, but their meaning eluded him.


And then it got worse.


“We have a duty,” the Chief was saying. His voice steady, never rising above normal level, even as the wind whipped around him and lake water coursed down his face. “Sacred or otherwise, to the murdered person and those who love and care for them. Part of that duty is to make sure their humanity is preserved. Do you understand, Agent Beauvoir?”


Don’t say it, don’t say it. Do. Not. Say. It.


“What I understand, sir, is that you’re a laughingstock, a joke, in the Sûreté.”


Stop. Stop. For God’s sake, stop. He’s not the enemy.


And yet it felt like he was. Gamache was threatening, in his soft, even gentle voice, all Jean-Guy’s defenses, fortifications that had taken a lifetime to erect.


“Your department is made up of all the garbage no one else wanted. They’re the only ones who’ll work for you. You don’t even wear a gun. You’re a coward. Everyone knows that.”


Word after word, like a shotgun blast to the chest, he aimed at this senior officer.


It was, of course, suicide. But necessary. A panicked effort to push away what now seemed inevitable. That this man would breach his walls. Would see inside. And so, Beauvoir lashed out. Wildly. Saying the most insulting things any cop could hear. Any human could hear.


He braced for the counterattack. But none came. The older man just stood there, his face gleaming with lake water, his hair, just touched with gray, tousled in the wind.


Around them the other agents, members of Gamache’s team, had stopped to watch. Some must have moved to intervene because the Chief Inspector made a subtle gesture to stop them.


Jean-Guy raised his voice to be heard above the ruckus of the waves and the wind and the water drumming against their clothing, as though nature was trying to drown him out.


“Only a fool would follow you.”


What happened next shocked and terrified the young agent. And changed his life.


 


Armand Gamache strolled through the early-morning sunshine, past the three soaring pines. Past the bench, where Ruth raised her middle finger in greeting.


He smiled at the elderly woman and continued on, past his grandson, already caked in mud. Past Monsieur Béliveau’s General Store and Sarah’s Boulangerie. Past Olivier’s Bistro.


The door to the bookshop opened, and Armand turned to greet his friend and neighbor Myrna Landers.


“Big day,” Armand said to her as they continued the walk together. “Can we give you a lift?”


“Thanks, but I’ll take my own car. I’m driving Harriet in.”


Myrna studied her companion. His hair, curling slightly around his ears, was almost all gray, though he wasn’t yet sixty. The lines down his face were accentuated in the morning light. Creases and furrows made from worry, and sorrow, and pain. One, a deep scar by his temple, was made from something else entirely.


Not for the first time the retired psychologist wondered who’d decided to name that part of the body the temple. No doubt some man who worshipped information. Thinking that the brain was the temple where knowledge was housed.


But she knew, as did her companion, as did the dogs, and Gracie, trotting beside them, that anything worth knowing was kept in the heart.


Armand turned to her. “How’re you feeling?”


“About today? Nervous for Harriet. She’s almost sick with anxiety. Panic attacks.”


Armand nodded. He was nervous too, though not for Harriet. He told himself it was ridiculous. Nothing bad could happen.


Reine-Marie came out onto their front porch and waved. Breakfast was ready.


As he smiled, Myrna was reminded that the deepest creases down his face were made by laughter.


“Will you join us?” he asked.


“Already had mine, but merci.”


She accompanied him to his front path.


It was promising to be not just warm but hot. Perennials were well along, the lupines and vibrant red poppies and irises were in bloom. Peonies that had survived the winter kill were budding out. The maples and wild cherry trees in the surrounding forest were in bright green leaf.


“Fiona will be there today,” Armand said casually. “I had confirmation last night.”


Myrna’s lips compressed and she took a deep breath. “I see. You asked the families? The survivors?” Though she knew he had.


“Yes. I met with them ten days ago. Walked them through it and left the final decision up to them. It’s been many years since it happened.”


“Yesterday,” said Myrna, and Armand knew she was right.


If it had been Annie, it would still feel like yesterday. Like today. Like this minute.


“I spoke with Nathalie Provost last night,” he said.


She was, Myrna knew, the spokesperson for the victims and families. The public face of a national tragedy.


“They’ve agreed.”


“I’m not sure I would have. Still, you must be pleased.” Myrna’s voice was flat, noncommittal.


Armand hesitated and stared out at the village green. “There’s more.”


Myrna gave a small, unamused laugh. “Of course. There’s always more. Let me guess. He’ll be there too. The brother.”


“We can’t stop him. She wants him there.”


Myrna nodded. They’d known that was a risk. Still, how bad could it be?


Upstairs, Jean-Guy was wondering the same thing as his mind went back to that November day.


News of the discovery of a body in the frigid waters of Lac Plongeon had filtered down to the basement of the remote Sûreté detachment. Agent Beauvoir guessed it was probably the missing woman.


A real case. A real body. And the incompetent, jealous fuck-faces upstairs were keeping him out of it.


Agent Beauvoir sat on the stool, guarding bits and pieces of evidence from petty crimes that would never get to trial. He consoled himself by once again mentally composing his letter of resignation from the Sûreté and in the process telling them what he really thought. Not that he hadn’t already.


That’s what had landed him in the dim basement.


And yet, and yet, despite repeated mental drafts, Agent Jean-Guy Beauvoir hadn’t yet taken that last, irrevocable step.


As for Captain Dagenais, Beauvoir composed, a more stupid, incompetent asshole, dumb-as-fuck commander would be impossible to find—


Steps. Someone was coming down. He was used to the captain’s heavy footfalls, but these were different.


And then the man had appeared.


Chief Inspector Gamache stood in the doorway. Like some apparition. Beauvoir rose from his stool and felt his cheeks begin to color, as though he’d been caught doing something he shouldn’t.


Here was the head of homicide, in the middle of nowhere. In fact, he was in the basement of nowhere.


How could this be?


Of course. The body in the lake. Gamache had come up himself to investigate. No doubt having heard what an incompetent, shit-for-brains, dumb-as-fuck officer was in charge.


The man in the doorway was in his late forties, tall, not heavy but sturdy. His Sûreté-issue coat was open, and Beauvoir saw he was wearing a shirt and tie. A tweed jacket. Gray flannel slacks. No gun.


He looked, Beauvoir thought, more like a college professor than a man who chased killers.


The Chief Inspector cocked his head and smiled. Very slightly.


“Bonjour. My name,” he said, coming forward and holding out his hand, “is Armand Gamache. And you are?”


“Beauvoir. Jean-Guy. Agent.” He had no idea why he’d suddenly started talking backward.


“I’m here to investigate the death of the woman whose body was found by hikers. I presume you know the lake?”


“Moi?” said Beauvoir. Jean-Guy. Agent.


“Answer the man, you cretin,” said Dagenais. Gamache turned and must’ve given the captain a look because he backed up a step and remained quiet, though his expression spoke volumes as he glared at his junior officer.


Don’t embarrass me. Don’t fuck this up.


“Oui. I know it.”


“Bon. If your captain has no objections, perhaps you can drive me there and help with the investigation. It’s good to have a local officer.”


Dagenais’s brows shot up. “Are you sure, sir? We have other—”


“No, this agent will do. Merci.”


Agent Beauvoir smirked at his captain as he followed the Chief Inspector up the stairs, through the small station, and out the door. For Gamache to have chosen him meant only one thing, Beauvoir realized. His brilliance must be known even at headquarters.


At the car, Dagenais took Gamache aside.


The wind was picking up, causing a swishing sound in the thick pine forest. The captain hunched his shoulders as he spoke.


“Be careful of him. He’s trouble. I was just writing an evaluation, recommending he be fired.”


“Why?”


“Insolence. But it’s more than that. He’s angry. Discontented. And that sort of thing spreads.”


Gamache agreed. Infighting among men and women with guns was a disaster, especially if their anger and resentments spilled out onto a defenseless population.


He’d seen it happen. And yes, it often started with a single malcontent.


Gamache had heard rumors of irregularities at this detachment, which was why, when the report of a possible homicide came in, the Chief Inspector chose to investigate it himself.


He glanced at the young cop getting into the driver’s seat. Then at Captain Dagenais.


This Agent Beauvoir had been banished to the basement for a reason. It was where the malcontents were placed. And yet, and yet . . . 


He looked into the car just in time to see Beauvoir give the finger to his fellow officers. Gamache sighed. And yet, and yet . . . 


As they drove toward the scene of crime, the Chief Inspector gave the young agent instructions. What to do. What not to do.


“Do you understand?” he asked when his words were met with silence.


“I do. It’s all pretty obvious.”


Beauvoir waited for the rebuke for this insolence, and when none came, he smiled. He had the measure of this man. While he was certainly senior, there was nothing remarkable about Chief Inspector Gamache. Beauvoir suspected he was in the presence of a product created by the Sûreté PR machine. A solid, dull, trustworthy figure designed to win the confidence of a gullible public. Nothing more.


Beauvoir had heard rumors while in the Academy that this man didn’t even wear a gun. What sort of cop wasn’t armed?


A coward, that’s who. A weak man who depended on others to do the dangerous work.


A few minutes later they turned off the secondary highway onto a rutted and potholed dirt road. A few jarring kilometers down they finally arrived at the lake.


It was, even to Gamache, who had seen a lot of wilderness, a desolate place.


Low clouds clung to the thick forest. There were no homes, no cabins, no lights. No docks or canoes. Few came here, except bears and deer and moose. And murderers.


Agent Beauvoir went to get out of the car, but the Chief Inspector stopped him.


“There’s something you need to know.”


“Yes, I know. Don’t disturb the evidence. Don’t touch the body. You’ve told me all that.”


Pathetic dumbass.


“There are,” said the Chief, unbothered by what he’d just heard, “four statements that lead to wisdom. Do with them as you will.”


Beauvoir sat back in his seat and stared at the Chief Inspector. Do with them as you will? Who talks like that?


But, more than that oddly formal phrase, no one in Beauvoir’s experience had ever strung together more than three words without saying “fuck,” or “tabarnak,” or “merde.” Including, especially, his father. And his mother, for that matter. And they sure had never mentioned sagesse.


Wisdom.


He stared at this older man, not far off his father’s age, but as unlike his father as humanly possible. This man spoke so softly that Jean-Guy Beauvoir found himself leaning forward. Listening.


“I’m sorry. I was wrong. I don’t know.” As he listed them, Chief Inspector Gamache raised a finger, until his palm was open. “I need help.”


Beauvoir looked into Gamache’s eyes, and in them he saw something else that was new. That was unexpected.


It took him a moment to place what it was. To find the word to describe the look. And when he had it, the blood drained from Beauvoir’s face, from his extremities. He felt his hands grow cold, and was suddenly light-headed.


What he saw in those eyes was kindness.


It was terrifying.


He practically fell out of the car in his haste to get away from this assault on his defenses. He didn’t understand this man, those words, that look, that threatened his carefully constructed fortress.


Though he wasn’t the only one surprised by the encounter.


Armand Gamache had gone down to the basement because he knew that was where the outliers were kept. He needed a local cop, and who better than one who was either the instigator of the trouble at the detachment, or who was not involved at all? An agent banished to the basement because the others did not trust him.


Once down there, he had not expected to recognize this wretched young agent. He’d never met the man before, Gamache was certain of that. And yet, there was a familiarity. Like unexpectedly running into someone from the distant past.


But Captain Dagenais was almost certainly right. There was a meanness about this Agent Beauvoir. Something lean and feral. Something dangerous.


This young man was trouble and troubled.


And yet, Gamache recognized him. And that had shocked the Chief Inspector.


Later, on the side of the lake, when Agent Beauvoir had let fly that barrage of insults, loudly enough for every other living human and most wildlife to hear, Gamache was forced to rethink.


He must have been wrong. Had made a mistake. It was a trick of the mind. A déjà vu. Without the déjà. Or the vu.


On that rocky shore, the spray hitting his face, Armand Gamache stared at Jean-Guy Beauvoir and was faced with a choice. One that would decide both their fates, their futures. Though at that moment Armand Gamache had no idea just how profoundly.


Should he do what was obvious, sensible, and rational and send this insolent young agent, surely a liability to the Sûreté and a danger to the public, back to the detachment? Where he would soon be fired. And good riddance.


Or.


“You’re incompetent,” Beauvoir was shouting, his voice rising above the crashing waves. “Stupid. And stupid is dangerous. You’ll get them all”—his arm swooped around, his finger pointing toward the men and women on the shore—“killed, if you’re not careful.”


Over Beauvoir’s shoulder Gamache saw Inspector Chernin step toward them, her face filled with fury. But a look from him stopped her. Barely.


His eyes returned to Beauvoir. He’d had enough. He was about to tell this ridiculous agent to go back to the station. Hand in his weapon and badge. He was done.


But instead, Armand Gamache found himself saying, “Behind the corpse in the reservoir, behind the ghost on the links / Behind the lady who dances and the man who madly drinks.”


His voice was so soft Agent Beauvoir wondered if he’d really heard it, or if it was an illusion. Some trick of the wind and waves.


This was the Chief Inspector’s response to a verbal attack? To being called a coward in front of his own team? Instead of lashing out, the man was quoting some poem? He really was weak, a coward.


And yet, this response was far more terrifying than any insults the Chief might have hurled back.


Agent Beauvoir stood there, at a loss. Lost. Petrified. With force of will, he turned away and faced the lake that had just coughed up a corpse.


“Under the look of fatigue, the attack of migraine and the sigh.” The voice, now seeming to come from inside Beauvoir’s head, continued. Unrelenting.


“There is always another story / There is more than meets the eye.”


Chief Inspector Armand Gamache reached for Beauvoir’s sleeve, holding his arm firmly. Not painfully, but as one might hold a drowning man to prevent him from going under.


“It’s all right,” he said. “Things aren’t always as they seem. It’ll be all right, son.”


Then he smiled.


The cold water pelting Jean-Guy’s face tasted inexplicably salty. With those words and that grip on his arm, Beauvoir felt something shift inside him. It was as though in that instant Armand Gamache had not just breached but shattered his defenses. And stood now in the wreckage of Jean-Guy’s young life.


But instead of recoiling, Jean-Guy felt drawn to this man, this stranger. Felt his DNA attach itself to him, like a mariner lashed to the mast in a ferocious storm, to keep from being swept overboard.


Jean-Guy Beauvoir felt totally vulnerable, but he also felt safe for the first time in his life.


Though he also recognized, in that moment, that it came at a price. If the ship should founder, he would go down with it. That was the deal. His life and future were now bound, inexorably, to this man. And probably always had been.


As he looked out across the lake, Jean-Guy Beauvoir sensed something else.


The approach of a ferocious storm.










Chapter 3


 


After hosing down Honoré and finishing a Saturday morning breakfast of banana-filled crepes with crispy bacon and maple syrup, Annie, Jean-Guy, and the children headed to the car for the drive back to Montréal.


Armand held Idola while Reine-Marie kissed her daughter and Honoré. Then she turned to her son-in-law. “See you later?”


“Absolutely.”


He sounded far more enthusiastic than he was. The last thing Jean-Guy wanted was to sit in a stuffy auditorium on this fine June day and listen to speeches. While Annie and the kids went to a barbecue with friends near their home in Montréal.


He was doing this for Armand. Jean-Guy needed to be there in case this was the day something stepped out of that blind spot.


Armand kissed his granddaughter, then handed her back to Annie and turned to Honoré. Kneeling down to eye level, Armand opened his arms. The boy raced forward, plowing into him. Though prepared, he almost tipped over, and realized it would not be long before the boy actually tackled him.


Honoré, once free of the embrace, rifled his grandfather’s pockets, where he found a wintergreen mint in one and a licorice pipe in another. Their parting ritual.


As they drove out of Three Pines, past the tiny church and the bench on the brow of the hill, Jean-Guy looked in the rearview mirror. Reine-Marie was waving, but Armand had drawn in his elbows and hunched his shoulders against a chill no one else felt.


Except Inspector Beauvoir.


Maybe the Chief wasn’t so delusional after all. Maybe he could see what was coming.


There is always another story, thought Jean-Guy. There is more than meets the eye.


After getting into her dress, bought solely for this occasion, Harriet looked in the mirror.


You can do this, you can do this, you can do this.


She took several deep breaths, holding them, then slowly exhaling. As she’d been taught to do when she felt overcome with anxiety. Then she looked around to make sure she was alone.


Harriet Landers was nothing if not careful. It was a point of pride, as she’d watched the reckless behavior of her fellow students. Though as she’d seen them going to parties, getting high, heading to Cuba and Mexico and Florida for March break, Harriet had begun to wonder if “careful” was really the word.


Bending down quickly, she reached into her knapsack for the special gift for her aunt. She felt its heft in her hand and knew Auntie Myrna would be surprised.


By the time Armand and Reine-Marie had found parking and got to the auditorium, the place was throbbing as hundreds of parents and friends greeted each other. Barely believing this day had finally come. When they could stop writing checks.


Though they all suspected that day never really came. But the big obligation was done.


Their children were graduating from university, and with a degree that might actually get them a job.


How well Armand and Reine-Marie remembered sitting in similar auditoriums watching first Daniel, then Annie take their degrees.


But this event, in this university, evoked far more complex feelings.


Armand’s eyes swept the crowd, observing, noting. The proud parents and grandparents. The bored and resentful younger siblings, glancing toward the windows. And the sunshine.


The Chief Inspector’s practiced gaze took in the professors in their gowns, the Chancellor in his ceremonial robes, chatting with parents. The technicians onstage, preparing to begin.


But his eyes kept returning to the large young man standing by the door. He wore jeans and a hoodie and was unlike anyone else there.


Dark hair in a bun. A small growth of beard. And a bulge—was that a bulge under his sweatshirt?


Gamache started forward just as a uniformed officer went up to the man. Armand watched. Alert. Prepared.


Then he stopped and smiled with relief.


The younger man was a plainclothes officer, assigned by the local Montréal police. He looked over at Gamache and brought his hand up in a subtle salute.


Gamache nodded. Then continued his survey of the auditorium.


It was a scrutiny born of long years of practice. And necessity. Crowds were always, for a cop, problematic, and never more so than here. Today.


While he’d spent part of that morning remembering the early days with Beauvoir. Jean-Guy. Agent. Now, as he walked through the milling crowd, Armand remembered his own early days in the Sûreté. And the first time he’d come here to the École Polytechnique, the engineering school for the Université de Montréal.


He’d been in the final week of a placement in the Montréal ambulance service, training with a senior paramedic. Though already a graduate from the Sûreté Academy, and having applied to the Criminal Intelligence Division, he’d volunteered for this extra training while waiting to hear about his first placement.


It had been a cold day in early December. He’d just bought a plane ticket to visit his godfather, Stephen Horowitz, in Paris. He’d be flying out Christmas Day. It was the cheapest flight he could find.


Armand and his supervisor were packing up at the end of their shift when the call came through.


There was an incident at the École Polytechnique. That was all. No other information. Armand looked at the clock on the station wall. It was almost six p.m.


“Come on, Gamache,” she said. “Let’s go. It’s probably nothing. A drunk student. I’ll buy you a beer later.”


They went.


She was wrong.


It was December 6, 1989. And it was not a drunk student.


“Bonjour, Armand.”


He turned, startled. “Nathalie!”


They embraced, then examined each other. There was gray in their hair now. And lines down their faces.


It was what happened naturally when people were allowed to grow older.


Nathalie Provost had been a young engineering student when they’d first met.


She was going about her day, going to her classes near the end of the semester as they prepared for the Christmas break. When it happened.


Armand was not that much older than she was. Than all of them. When they first met. When it happened.


Nathalie looked around the crowded auditorium before turning to Reine-Marie and hugging her too. Old friends by now.


“A beautiful day,” Nathalie said, and they knew she meant more than the fine spring weather.


“It is,” said Reine-Marie.


“I hope you’re staying for the reception.”


“We wouldn’t miss it.”


Just then Myrna arrived. She was hard to miss in her exuberant caftan of bright pink and lime green. Reine-Marie waved her over. She moved through the crowd like an ocean liner and docked beside Reine-Marie, who introduced her to Nathalie.


“Landers,” said Nathalie. “Any relation to Harriet?”


“My niece. I take full credit for her brilliance.”


Nathalie laughed.


Myrna’s eyes went to the stage, where a huge bouquet of white roses sat in a vase on a table. Nathalie’s eyes followed.


“We must never forget,” Myrna said.


“No danger of that,” said Reine-Marie.


“I hope you’re right,” said Nathalie. “But I’m not so sure. We see how easy it’s becoming to move backward and call it progress. No, we need to do more than just not forget. We need to remember.” She studied the woman in front of her. “Myrna Landers. You’re the psychologist.”


“Retired.”


“Not completely,” said Nathalie. “I read the report Armand asked you to write about Fiona Arsenault. You supported her taking her degree today.” Nathalie looked more closely at the woman in front of her. “You look uncomfortable. Is something wrong? Was your report not accurate?”


“No, no, it was accurate. As far as it went.”


“Meaning?”


“Meaning I guess I wish the issue hadn’t come up.” Myrna shot Armand a look. “It’s difficult. Psychology isn’t an exact science, unlike engineering.”


“And even then, buildings and bridges still collapse.”


There was an awkward silence as Nathalie Provost twisted the thin ring on the little finger of her right hand.


When Agent Gamache and his supervisor had arrived at the École Polytechnique that December evening, they found chaos.


The sun had set, and the place was lit with the glare of headlights bouncing off banks of snow and hitting the imposing engineering building.


Exhaust from emergency vehicles hung in the frigid air.


Gamache’s supervisor told him to stay by the ambulance while she tried to find out what had happened. What was still happening. She came back none the wiser, but considerably paler.


“There’re tactical units outside the building,” she told him. “They’re armed.”


“But they haven’t gone in?”


“No.”


The information they did pick up was contradictory and garbled. Even a newly minted Sûreté agent knew the one thing to avoid in an emergency was this. Confusion. But it too hung thick in the air.


There was a lone gunman inside, they heard. There were two gunmen. Three. A gang of them.


He was dead. He was still shooting.


Students started running from the building, shouting for help. Gamache and others on the scene moved forward, wrapping the dazed and panicked young men in blankets and checking for wounds as the senior cops peppered them with questions. Digging for, desperate for, solid information.


And still the tactical squad waited. For what?


Finally, the word came. The gunman had shot himself. There were multiple casualties. They could go in.


Armand and his supervisor moved quickly through the outer doors, not far behind the armed cops, and were immediately hit by a thick wall of sound. Screams of pain. Cries, pleas for help. Orders shouted by the police.


And not just orders. There were warnings now.


There might be another attacker hiding in a classroom. Armed. Maybe with hostages.


Classrooms might be booby-trapped with nail bombs.


Armand’s heart was pounding, his eyes wide. He tried to control his breathing, to remain calm. To keep his mind clear. To remember his training.


But there was a shriek inside his head. Leave. Leave. Run away. Go home. You shouldn’t even be here. Go.


He’d never known fear like this. Never knew such terror existed.


At each classroom, he expected to see the man. The gun.


At every door he threw open, he braced for the impact. Of bullets or nails. Of splintered wood and shards of glass.


Then, when that didn’t happen, when the room was empty except for overturned desks and chairs, he moved on. To the next door, the next classroom. Down, down the long hallway, he and his supervisor ran. Following the screams. Throwing open doors. Scanning. Every detail preternaturally sharp and clear.


Then, finally, they found them. Lying against the wall of their classroom. The bodies. Of the dead and wounded. It was suddenly very quiet. The wounded had no energy left to call for help. To even moan in pain. They were just trying to keep breathing.


He went to the first person clearly alive, though bleeding heavily.


“What’s your name?” he asked as he knelt beside her, his eyes and hands moving quickly over her blood-soaked clothing. Trying to find the wound.


“Nathalie,” she whispered.


“Nathalie, my name is Armand. I’m here to help.” He pulled bandages from his kit. “Where does it hurt?”


She couldn’t tell him. She was numb, going into shock.


He found one wound. Two. Three.


This woman, barely more than a kid, had been shot four times.


He put a compression bandage on the worst of her injuries, talking the whole time. Forcing his voice to be calm. Telling her she was going to be fine.


“Ça va bien aller.”


Repeating her name.


She was shivering. Nathalie. Her lips turning blue. Nathalie. He took off his coat and laid it over her.


As he worked, he asked her easy, mundane questions to keep her conscious. Blood was running into her eyes from a head wound. He wiped it away, but her eyes had closed.


“Where do you live?” “What courses are you taking?” “Stay with me, Nathalie.”


Armand stayed with her, holding her hand sticky with her own blood, calling for a stretcher. Yelling for a stretcher.


“Ça va bien aller, Nathalie.”


A stretcher finally arrived minutes, what seemed like hours, later. She gripped his hand as they took her from the classroom.


His supervisor grabbed his arm and shouted, “Come on. Move. There’re more.”


Armand had to yank his hand free as Nathalie disappeared into the hallway. And he moved in the other direction, searching for survivors.


It was only after half an hour and more victims that his supervisor, bending over one of the bodies and checking for a pulse that was no longer there, had turned to him, her eyes wide.


“Women. My God, they’re all women.”


Armand looked around. He’d been so busy just functioning, trying to help, trying to keep the horror and terror at bay, that he hadn’t noticed.


She had seen what he’d missed.


The gunman had only murdered, only wounded, only targeted women.


The fourteen white roses on stage represented each young woman murdered that day, thirty years and a stone’s throw away from where they now stood.


The killer had separated out the men and told them to leave. And then he’d shot the women. For daring to believe they could enter a man’s world without consequence. For daring to become engineers.


They were murdered because they were women. For having opinions. And desires.


Oh yes, and breasts, and a sweet pear hidden in my body.


Whenever there’s talk of demons, these come in handy.


Later, years later, Armand would read those words by Ruth Zardo, his favorite poet. And he would know the truth of it.


Death sits on my shoulder like a crow


 . . . Or a judge, muttering about sluts and punishment.


And licking his lips.


Fourteen white roses. Fourteen murdered.


Thirteen wounded. Including Nathalie Provost.


It became known as the Montréal Massacre. The catchy alliteration made it easily digestible for those reading the headlines. Something awful had happened. They read the story and shook their heads in genuine sorrow. But most did not look deeper.


The Montréal Massacre.


For the families of victims and the survivors there were no words to describe what happened. It was both much bigger than the blaring headlines and more intimate. More personal. More universal. Much worse.


One of the police officers had entered the building and found his own daughter among the dead.


That had haunted Armand, and never more so than when, a few years later, he and Reine-Marie had Annie. He tried not to imagine, but couldn’t help . . . 


Many of the families and survivors returned to the École Polytechnique each year to attend the graduation. For more than thirty years they’d supported and applauded those who walked across the stage to accept their degrees. In some ways surrogates for their daughters, sisters, friends. Fellow students. Who never made it that far.


These graduates were testaments to the fact that the gunman had not won. Hate and ignorance had not won. Though even now, those who listened closely could hear the mutterings, the talk of demons. That never really went away.


Many of the first responders, the cops and ambulance attendants from that day, also came to each graduation. In solidarity.


Gamache’s paramedic supervisor had died a few years earlier of breast cancer, after having joined the campaign for gun control. As had Armand. And he continued to press for even tougher gun control. Arguing as a now senior Sûreté officer that there was absolutely no reason a member of the public should have a handgun. And certainly not an assault-style weapon. They were only designed, and intended, to shoot humans.


A few months after the shootings, Nathalie Provost found Agent Gamache and returned his paramedic coat.


“I had it cleaned,” the young woman said, holding it out to him. “But . . .”


There were stains that would never come out. Nor should they.


Yes. Armand Gamache hated guns.


Finally, after all the testimony before Parliament, it was the clear, thoughtful, powerful voices of the families of the victims and survivors that swayed lawmakers to enact stricter legislation. Though some politicians privately complained that tougher gun control was a huge overreaction. The fact only women were killed was a coincidence.


The Montréal Massacre, while tragic, held no greater lesson. It was the act of a single deranged individual. Not an indictment of society, they said.


These women, they said, were understandably upset. Emotional. But there was no need to pander to them. That would be wrong.


The shootings, the denials, the scoffing at all evidence of institutionalized misogyny, the pushback against gun control, the patronizing attitude of editors and politicians, only served to radicalize those women.


Before the shooting, they were students.


Now they were warriors.


Before I was not a witch, wrote Ruth Zardo. But now I am one.


Before that day, that long night, Agent Gamache had wanted to go into the Criminal Intelligence Division of the Sûreté. Had applied. Was waiting to hear.


The next day he withdrew his application. And instead applied to homicide.










Chapter 4


 


Patron?”


Both Chief Inspector Gamache and Agent Beauvoir turned to look at Inspector Chernin.


A man, a stranger, had joined her by the woman’s body, still half in, half out of the lake. He was looking a little lost, very cold, and a lot unhappy.


The coroner, Gamache guessed. Called up from the nearest large town.


The Chief Inspector let go of Beauvoir’s arm, and the young agent suddenly felt set free, but also adrift. For the first time he realized how close “free” and “lost” were.


Gamache brushed by him, then turned. “Coming?”


“Oui, oui” was all Beauvoir could manage as he stumbled along the shore, losing his footing now and then on the wet rocks.


“And no more talking, right? You’ve probably said enough.”


“It’s murder,” Agent Beauvoir called after him. “She was murdered.”


Gamache stopped and turned. “You don’t take orders well, do you.”


“You need to know. It wasn’t suicide or an accident. The wound. Look at the shape. Look at what’s stuck in its”—at a scowl from Gamache, he adjusted—“her skull. It, she . . . her, it . . .” He was completely confused now about what he should say. Pointing to his own head, he said, “It wasn’t crushed by a rock or stone in the lake.”


“Then what, in your opinion, did it?”


“It’s not an opinion. I know. She was killed by a brick. Someone hit her with a brick and threw her into the lake.”


Gamache stared at Beauvoir, then walked away to join Chernin and the coroner.


After introducing himself, Gamache said, “Tell me what you know.”


“I know she’s dead,” said Dr. Mignon. “I have to get her onto my examining table before telling you more.”


It was maddening, though not unexpected. Chief Inspector Gamache knew that most local doctors, designated as coroners, had only accepted the position because it came with much-needed extra money and absolutely no responsibility.


Most deaths were not at all suspicious. There were some hunting accidents. Some suicides. Car accidents. All tragic. But not homicide.


A country coroner in Québec could, and most would, go through their entire career without meeting a murder victim.


But this poor man just had. Fortunately, he was also conscientious enough not to pretend to know more than he did.


Dr. Mignon looked down at the body, then at his shoes, soaked through and caked in muck. Then, as a loon called, he gazed out at the misty lake.


“A terrible place to die,” he said. “I’m guessing she’s the missing woman. Heard about it on the news.” His eyes returned to her body. “Her poor kids.”


The woman’s eyes were still open, her right arm lifting and dropping with the movement of the waves. Languid. Graceful, even. As though waving hello, or goodbye.


Like “free” and “lost,” it was often difficult to tell the difference.


After doing a slightly more thorough exam, the doctor stood back up and removed his gloves.


“A catastrophic wound on the side of her head. No other obvious injuries. I’ll need to look closer. See if there’s water in her lungs.”


If there was, she went in alive, and it might have been an accident or a suicide. If not, then she went in dead, and it was definitely murder.


While Gamache already knew the answer to that question, he would see what the coroner concluded.


“Merci” was all he said.


Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Agent Beauvoir practically vibrating with the effort not to shout out his opinion. To his credit, he remained silent, if not still.


Gamache nodded to Inspector Chernin. They could move the body now.


As his agents pulled her out of the cold water, Gamache walked Dr. Mignon to his mud-spattered vehicle and gave him some guidance on what to look for in the autopsy. The coroner listened, then thanked the Chief Inspector.


“Who’s going to break it to the children?”


“We need to confirm her identity first, but once we do, I’ll tell them.”


The coroner put out his hand. “Better you than me. I’ll be at the hospital, waiting for the body.”


From the shore, Agent Beauvoir watched the two men talk, then turned to Inspector Chernin, who was kneeling beside the corpse and going through her pockets.


“The coroner doesn’t know what he’s doing.”


“And you do?” she said, not looking at him.


“I know enough to recognize murder. I told Gamache, but I don’t think he was listening. Here, let me show you.”


He knelt opposite her and reached out, but Chernin stopped him. “Don’t touch.”


“Then give me gloves.”


“You’re getting nothing. Step back before you contaminate the scene.”


“Hey, look, this was a murder,” he said, taking a few steps away. “I told Gamache to look closer at the wound.”


“For this?” Inspector Chernin held up a small evidence bag. In it were tiny chunks of red. Almost as red as Agent Beauvoir’s face became. “We saw it right away.”


“Then what was that talk about accident or suicide?”


“Just examining every possibility. But yes, before he took you aside, the Chief Inspector and I conferred about the shape of the wound, the sharp indent, and the red material embedded in her skull. Almost certainly a brick.” She looked around at the lake. “Where would someone get a brick out here?”


When Beauvoir opened his mouth, she held up her hand. “It was a rhetorical question, Agent Beauvoir. Thank you for your help. I’m sure the Chief was grateful.”


She watched as he seethed, his brilliance having gone unrecognized and unrewarded. With, perhaps, the dawning suspicion that in this company he might not actually be the brightest light. It was a new and unpleasant thought for Jean-Guy Beauvoir.


The Inspector smiled. She’d been this young agent once, a lifetime ago. Linda Chernin almost envied him his ignorance. He had no idea what he was in for.


“Inspector?” one of the agents called. He was walking along the shore in waders and holding an evidence bag.


In it was a sodden purse.


“Well done,” said Chernin.


Opening the purse, she brought out a wallet. It was wet and worn but had been pretty once. A rose, needlepointed onto it, was now scuffed and dirty, and threads had been pulled loose.


There was no money in it, but there was ID.


Gamache returned from seeing the coroner off and joined them, motioning Beauvoir to step into the scrum.


“It’s her. The missing woman.” Chernin handed the plasticized driver’s license to Gamache.


Clotilde Arsenault stared out at them. Her hair was blond. Straggly and stringy. It looked unwashed and uncombed. Unkempt.


Her cheeks were sunken. Her blue eyes were glassy. She stared at the lens as though trying to figure out what it was.


Her face was thin, almost emaciated, and her complexion sallow. The photograph more resembled one of the thousands of mug shots Gamache and Chernin had seen in their careers than a driver’s license photo.


Gamache looked at the woman on the rocky shore. Then back to the picture.


In life Clotilde Arsenault had looked eerily as she did in death. She lived, it seemed, at the place where the river Styx narrowed. It had not been a long journey for the ferryman.


The woman in the picture was only thirty-six, but life had not been easy, or kind. And neither had death.


There was one other photograph in her wallet, in the sleeve where the money would have been. It too was plasticized. A studio portrait of a girl and boy. Sister and brother, he assumed. Clotilde’s children. The boy, striking in his good looks, was smiling. The girl wore a school uniform and her hair was in pigtails. Looking closer, Gamache realized she was young, but not the little girl she appeared to be in the picture.


His brows drew together and he took a deep breath. “Have it checked for prints,” he said. “When you’re done, return it to me, please.”


“Yessir,” said the agent.


Gamache looked over at one of the Sûreté vehicles. When they’d arrived, he’d noticed a man and woman sitting in the back seat. Watching them.


“Those the two who found her?” he asked.


“Oui,” said Chernin. “Hikers. Not from around here. They’re up from Montréal.”


“Hikers?” said Gamache. “Out here? Today?”


He already had that information. It was in the short report the captain had given him. But seeing this lake, these surroundings, raised all sorts of questions. Ones he would ask in time. But first—


Kneeling once more beside the body, Armand did something the coroner had not thought to do. He pushed up Clotilde Arsenault’s sleeve to reveal the tracks. Then he looked down the length of her body. Her shoes were missing, having probably come off in the water, but her jeans were still on. The movement of the waves hadn’t tugged them off. And her killers hadn’t ripped them off. But that didn’t mean there’d been no sexual assault.


He’d advised the coroner to take copious DNA samples and do a toxicology report, full spectrum. And to look for semen. To check for hairs. Tissue under nails. Foreign biological material everywhere, including her mouth.


There was bruising on her face. It was either immediately premortem, or very soon after her death.


And there were more bruises on her arms. Older ones. Previous assaults.


He pondered, staring down at her.


What had happened here? Why was Clotilde Arsenault dead? In a life clearly filled with violence, with pain, what had happened to take that next, that last, irrevocable step?


Why had someone found it necessary to kill her? Was it an accident? Had someone, addled by drugs, picked up the nearest object, a brick, and swung? Not intending to kill, but killing?


Or was it intentional? For the money? Her drugs? None were found on her, so perhaps they too were stolen.


But the big question, beyond who did this, was why had the killer brought her here? To this lake? Why not just leave her where she fell? Or, if he wanted to get rid of her body, why not leave her in the forest for the wolves and bears to find?
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