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Chapter 1

 

"We have a problem.”

Now, weeks later, Chief Inspector Armand Gamache could not overstate what a huge understatement that had been. Though at the time, while it was clear something was off, it had seemed only that.

A slight odor. A scent, a sense of something going bad.

A problem.

Not a crisis. Not a looming catastrophe that put the poisoning plot, if not to shame, then into perspective.

Jean-Guy Beauvoir and Isabelle Lacoste, his dual seconds-in-command at the Sûreté du Québec, had joined him in Three Pines in the small hours of that August morning, and together they’d reread and reread the second notebook, the one they’d underestimated, even dismissed.

The one they’d, he’d, assumed contained preliminary notes. Not the final, the fatal one, that had already killed so many.

When they’d arrived, Armand hadn’t told Jean-Guy and Isabelle what he thought. He wanted to see if they saw what he did. He knew the blast in Montréal’s water-treatment plant had severely affected his hearing. Maybe his other senses had also been jarred. So that he could no longer see and think clearly. Could no longer trust what his eyes, his common sense, his sixth sense, the tingling in his scalp told him.

But both Beauvoir and Lacoste, his best and brightest, had looked up and nodded.

“We have a problem,” they’d agreed.

He couldn’t actually hear the words over the scream of the millions of cicadas nesting in his head since the explosion, but he’d become adept at lip-reading. And if their mouths hadn’t told him, their eyes, their expressions, the sudden tension in their bodies did.

But still it was far from clear what they were now facing. What they’d missed, dismissed.

They only knew they’d been wrong about the order of the books the young biologist had hidden. They’d assumed the one outlining the poisoning plot was the second. The conclusion. The end.

But they were wrong. It was just the beginning.

Even now, weeks later, the exact threat was still concealed inside the words, the notations, the cryptic drawings and numbers that Charles Langlois had left behind. Before he’d been murdered. Mowed down within sight, within reach of Armand himself.

He’d died holding Armand’s hand. Clinging to his eyes. A young man, barely more than a boy, about to die.

When Armand had begged him for some clue, some idea, of what was happening, Charles had coughed up one blood-spattered word.

“Family.”

Nothing more.

Charles had been the first of many to die, some colluding in the poisoning plot, some trying to stop it, including the Grey Wolf himself. Giving his life to stop a catastrophe.

Dom Philippe was the one who’d first, years earlier on the shores of a pristine lake, told Armand the tale of the grey and black wolves, engaged in battle. The one advocating for decency, for peace, for civility and the courage to be kind. To forgive.

The other pressing forward with an agenda of hate, of aggression. Of retribution. Of a quest for power and domination, through fear. Through twisting the truth into a great lie, a great grievance.

Which one would win?

The Grey Wolf was gone. Murdered.

They’d thought the Black Wolf had been captured. But now, as Armand stepped out of the shower this early October morning, he was far from sure.

It was still dark outside when the head of homicide for the Sûreté wiped the condensation off the bathroom mirror and a man in his late fifties appeared, half his face covered in shaving cream. Though it happened each and every morning, the face that looked back could still surprise him.

Away from any reflection, he was in his early forties. But each morning he was reminded that was not actually true. And getting less true by the moment, he thought as he brushed grey hair, damp and askew from the shower, off his forehead, then continued to shave.

The creases that appeared with each stroke of the razor were more pronounced, etching deeper into his face with every year, every month, each day and concern.

He wondered what his father would have looked like, had he reached this age.

Almost every working day Armand Gamache knelt beside people who would grow no older; many would never brush grey hair from their foreheads or see lines down their faces. Would never meet children or grandchildren.

And so he did not begrudge these signs of age, they just slightly surprised him.

Behind him in the reflection, Armand saw their bedroom in the village of Three Pines. Worn oriental rugs were scattered on the wide-plank pine floors. The walls were covered in bookcases and paintings inherited when parents and grandparents died. Eclectic and not, perhaps, great art, but comforting in their familiarity. And the more appreciated for it.

A large armchair in the corner held the clothes they’d taken off the night before and tossed there, his on top of hers because he’d crawled into bed later. Though Reine-Marie had remained reading after he’d already fallen asleep, the book splayed on his chest and his reading glasses slipping down his nose.

Each morning he found both placed safely on the bedside table.

A cold breeze through the slightly open windows fluttered the curtains and brought in fresh morning air, lightly scented with pine and musky autumn leaves.

The dogs, Henri and Fred, were asleep at the foot of the queen bed, while Gracie, who might or might not be a chipmunk, or a ferret, had made a nest of their clothes and now lay half buried in them.

But while Armand took all this in, his eyes sought only one thing. They came to rest, like a homing instinct, on Reine-Marie. She was curled under the duvet, asleep. Her grey hair lay on the pillow. Her mouth was open slightly, no doubt snoring softly. A sound he’d never thought about but now missed.

He smiled, and as he did, the lines in his face deepened. His pleasure cut through and broke up those etched there by stress, by worry, by pain and sorrow.

His smile overpowered them. Though one remained. The deep scar at his temple that spoke of a sorrow that would never, could never, should never go away completely. He would carry it, Armand knew, into the next life and the next. Until he could make amends. For that terrible failure.

Now, in early October, the sun was rising later and later, though Armand himself was getting up earlier and earlier, propelled out of bed by the siren in his head and the agonizing feeling, the dread, that he’d made a mistake.

We have a problem.

The words, spoken in unison by Jean-Guy and Isabelle as they’d sat in the living room and read that second notebook weeks ago, were getting louder and louder.

We have a problem.

He shaved off the rest of the stubble and wiped his face with the moist cloth. Then, holding on to the edges of the sink, he leaned in and took a good, hard look in the mirror. He had to be brutally honest with himself.

He’d been over and over Charles Langlois’s second notebook. He’d practically memorized all the strange entries the young biologist had made.

They had a problem, and the problem was that they still didn’t know what the problem was. Only that one existed. Something dreadful was about to happen. Langlois, before he’d been murdered, had stumbled onto something that involved poisoning the drinking water of Montréal but did not stop there. That one terrible act of domestic terrorism was simply a prelude, perhaps even misdirection. Meant to mask what was really happening.

And Armand had fallen for it.

True, he and his team had stopped the poisoning, but they hadn’t seen that there was something else he should have given equal weight to. Another tranche, a deeper, darker level. Now Armand went to bed later and later and was woken up earlier and earlier by the howl in his head and the sickening feeling he’d made another terrible, terrible mistake. In focusing on the one plot, he’d given the other time to grow, to fester, to march toward completion.

Somewhere out there, in the darkness, a black wolf was feeding, being fed. Growing.

The creature was becoming immense, grotesque. Powerful. Looming over them. Perhaps so close it was unrecognizable for what it was.

Watching and waiting.

We wait. We wait.

The problem, Armand was beginning to believe, wasn’t just out there, but in here. In the mirror. The problem was him. But maybe, maybe, so was the solution.

Some malady is coming upon us. We wait. We wait.

“Not a problem.”

“How can you know that? You underestimated him once.”

As she listened to Joseph Moretti’s warm voice down the phone line, she felt the thin ice crack beneath her.

She’d come close, so close, to solid ground. To safety. After years out in the wilderness, she’d finally been able to see the shore. Even smell it. That sweet pine scent that had always signaled happy times. The Christmas tree, with its playful lights and ornaments and presents. That first walk in the forest after the winter melt when the air finally held some warmth, and the evergreen needles released their scent.

Ever green. What a concept. Nature was resilient. Even optimistic.

Humankind less so.

After years of skating, of balancing, of slipping and sliding, she thought she could finally pull herself to safety. Finally.

And then, at the last moment, disaster. Thanks to Gamache. That fucker. She could not afford another mistake. Another misjudgment. Another moment of weakness.

Though they were miles apart on this Saturday morning in early October, she in her office in downtown Montréal and Moretti in the north end of Montréal at the Jean-Talon farmers’ market, she could feel his eyes on her. Intense, penetrating. Strip-searching her. Removing layers, not just of her clothing but of her skin, tearing it off in strips as he searched for any lie she might be hiding in her flesh, in her bones, in her marrow.

After all these years, he still did not trust her. Despite all she’d done. He was like some predator that relied on instinct. Sniffing the air for the stench of betrayal, of approaching danger.

She wished she could stop there. Dismiss him as a wild creature, but the fact was, over the years, as she’d watched him closely, she’d seen not just the mafia boss’s cunning, his guile, his charm and brutality, but also his intelligence.

This was no madman, careering from crime to hideous crime. This was a man who could have been anything.

Had Joseph been born into any family other than the Morettis, any other dynasty, his life would have been different.

But now she wondered if that was true.

For all his education and intelligence, something was off. A screw was loose. Whether it was loosened by his upbringing or by genetics, she didn’t know. What she did know was that something rancid, something corrosive, was seeping through that opening.

“You say Gamache isn’t a problem,” said Moretti. “But he and his people managed to fuck up the first part of the plan. Killing six of my soldiers, including two made men, in the process. It would be over by now if he hadn’t interfered. The Five Families are getting worried. How much does he know? He found the notebooks, right?”

“Oui. He gave them to the prosecutors.”

“Did he read them?”

She was about to snap, How would I know? But pulled herself back.

“I suspect he did.” Her voice was calm. “But so did I. I don’t think he could tell much from that second book, even if he realizes it’s the one that matters.”

“You don’t think? You don’t think?” Moretti’s voice had risen, then suddenly dropped to a growl. “You should’ve had him killed in the church.”

“I wanted him to be the one to sound the alarm. They’d have believed him. He’s trusted.”

“Yeah, well, if he begins to suspect there’s more—”

“He won’t. Look, the investigation’s wrapped. No one is paying any attention. Especially not Gamache. As far as they’re concerned, it’s over.”

She was tired of his paranoia. It was exhausting. She was exhausted. So close to the shore, to the end, she could not afford a mistake now. Another one. Moretti was right. She should have had Gamache killed in the church.

She had to shut this down.

“The biologist is dead—” she began.

“I know that.” He was getting snippy.

You should, she thought. You’re the one who had him killed.

“He’s the only one who came close to figuring out what’s happening,” she continued. “But even he didn’t know it all. If he had, he’d have told Gamache when they met at Open Da Night. And even if Charles Langlois had worked it out, no one would have listened to him. Would you, if someone came to you with that story?”

She waited for the laughter, but none came.

“Non,” she answered her own question. “You’d have dismissed what he said as unbelievable, and Charles Langlois as crazy, delusional. Paranoid. He had a history of addiction, of mental illness. He’d be seen as a pathetic young man from a homeless shelter who was clearly out of his mind and had bought into one too many conspiracy theories. Ironically, the truth would have proven how crazy he was. No. He knew nothing of the plan.”

“He knew enough to contact Gamache,” Moretti pointed out. “Gamache listened to him, believed him.”

“True, but only about the lesser target. Voyons, his notebook is pretty much gibberish unless you know what to look for.”

“And Gamache doesn’t?”

“He hasn’t a clue. He’s on leave and recovering in that little village of his. He’s been silent since all this happened.”

“Silent doesn’t mean inactive. You underestimated him once. That can’t happen again.”

She sighed. “If you’re that worried, why not just kill him now? The first snowfall is in the forecast. He probably doesn’t have his snow tires on yet. Just run him off the road. Fini.”

She waited. We wait. We wait.

Moretti was considering it.

“Non. If he’d died in the church or the water-treatment plant, that would’ve been fine. Line of duty and all that. But now? Kill a senior Sûreté du Québec officer? Can you imagine the blowback? Even if it looked like an accident, the timing would be suspicious. There’d be questions. His people would never stop digging and God knows what they’d find. Non. We just need to make sure he’s not a problem.”

“He’s not.”

“You keep saying that, but how can you be so sure?”

“Because if he has any suspicions, I’ll be the first one he comes to.”

“He trusts you? Still?”

“Of course. Why not? As far as he knows, I helped end the poison plot.”

“You aren’t lying to me, are you?”

“I wouldn’t do that, Don Moretti. If nothing else, it wouldn’t be prudent.”

There was a pause, and then soft laughter. “You are many things, but prudent isn’t one.”

He was probably right, she thought. Otherwise she’d never have found herself this far from shore.

“Bon,” he finally said. Good. “It’ll be over soon.”

The thing about psychopaths, and she’d met her fair share, was that they knew they were the sun around which everything moved. They were the light, the dark, the gravity, the rational. The reason and the reason why. Joseph Moretti knew he was the sun, the son, the grandson. The grand sun. That nothing happened without his approval. He was all-seeing, all-knowing.

He was wrong.

This was bigger than even he knew. There was another celestial body that eclipsed even the boss of bosses. She just had to keep skating, keep her equilibrium. Keep him happy and onside. And looking in one direction, and not the other.

“C’est vrai,” she laughed. “We’re safe. Don’t worry.”

“Oh, I’m not the one who should be worried.”

There was a pause, and in that moment she saw her mistake. She’d dared think that she might yet make it to safety.

That was how mistakes were made, how cracks formed. Hope lured people closer to the edge, to the shore. Not realizing that was where the ice melted first. Just feet from solid ground, it gave way, and they plunged into the icy water, their breaths taken away, their hearts spasming, their last view that of the pine trees overhead, almost within reach as they sank.

“And the map?” he asked. Down the phone line she could hear voices raised, calling to each other. Friendly voices.

“We don’t know for sure there is one. If Charles Langlois had a map, it’s well hidden. If it exists at all, we’ll find it. No one else has it, otherwise I’d have heard.”

“I think it would be a good idea if you joined me here, Evelyn.”

“Now, today? At the market?” She felt her anxiety rise along with the hairs on her forearms.

Was he serious? Was this a test? Or had she already flunked the test? Was it a trap? “But we might be seen together.”

“I’m sure you can come up with a believable explanation. You’re allowed to shop for dinner.”

Into the silence, she sighed. “I’m on my way.”

She hung up and looked at the small, slightly disheveled young woman standing at the door to her office.

“You’re not going, are you, patron?”

“No choice.” She put on her fall coat and large hat. “Besides, I do need Brussels sprouts.”

“Can’t you get them at the grocery store?”

“I was kidding.”

They were walking briskly down the long, deserted corridor toward the elevators.

“Stop!”

“What is it?”

Her assistant now hesitated. “I heard what Moretti said. He’s right. You should have had Gamache killed.”

She nodded. They both knew that was true. That was her mistake, the chink in her armor through which Joseph Moretti was peering. And did he see the big lie?

“Should I get you a car?”

“Non. I’ll take the Métro.”

Just as the elevator doors closed, she heard, “Fais attention.”

Be careful.

As she searched her handbag for her subway pass, Chief Inspector Evelyn Tardiff knew they were well beyond careful. It was now just degrees of reckless. Her skates had slid out from under her. Her arms were pinwheeling. She was suspended in midair, and the only question was how bad, how hard, would the fall be? How much would this hurt?

On the station platform, her back pressed against the tile wall, she heard the singsong of an approaching subway train. And sighed. She’d been at this too long. She was getting too old, too tired, too sloppy. She had no idea how to regain her balance, never mind get to the shore.

Survival was not guaranteed.

You should have had Gamache killed.

There was nothing vindictive in it. It was simply true. And might still be necessary. Her only way to shore might be over his body.

Don Moretti slid his phone into his pocket. Picking a plump beefsteak tomato off a neat pile, he caressed its flesh for firmness in a gesture that managed to be sensual. Bringing it to his nose, he inhaled and smiled as he caught his wife’s eye, one aisle over. Then he cocked his arm and pretended to throw the tomato at his young daughter, who squealed with laughter and ducked.

Moretti then carefully replaced the tomato. Its thin skin undamaged.

It was a few minutes to seven on this autumn morning, the market not yet open. The farmers still putting out their produce.

The sky was a deep velvety blue at the horizon. The day would dawn bright and fresh and filled with promise. Anything might happen.





Chapter 10

 

"This isn’t the Ritz, you fuck-wit.”

Rosa might as well have said it, given the expression on her duck face. But it was, of course, Ruth who was glaring at Armand.

“Did I say the Ritz? I meant this—”

“Shithole?”

Ruth and Rosa peered through the grimy window into the empty diner. Though it was not totally empty. A thin, almost emaciated older woman was leaning against a Formica counter next to a stand of doughnuts. Even from a distance they could see the fuzz on them.

“I’m not going in there.”

“Suit yourself, but remember, I’ve seen your kitchen.”

Now Rosa nodded, though ducks often did.

“It’s cleaner than that,” said Ruth, jerking her head toward the restaurant. “Sewers are cleaner than that. I was looking forward to eggs Benedict, not Legionnaires’ disease.”

“I’m sorry. Look, I’ll take you to the Ritz when we’ve finished here. You can have whatever you like.”

“Too right.” Now her rheumy eyes narrowed. “What do you mean, ‘when we’ve finished here’? Why’re we here?”

Rosa’s beady eyes were on Armand. He and the duck never really saw eye to eye and today was no exception.

“We’re meeting someone.” He opened the door. Reluctantly, and not without a touch of drama, the woman and duck walked in. Ruth’s feet made a Velcro sound on the linoleum floor.

“Charming.”

“Again, I’ve been in your kitchen.”

“That happened only once, when someone flew onto the table and knocked a can of maple syrup onto the floor.”

Rosa looked at Armand as though he were the one who’d flown into the syrup.

They had their choice of tables, and Armand indicated one far from the window.

“Close to the bathrooms,” said Ruth. “Wise.”

“What do you want?” the server demanded.

Armand recognized her from the last time he’d been there. She did not recognize him. Of course, to do that, she’d have to actually look at him.

“A bottled water, please.”

“And your date?”

She’d turned to Ruth, who clearly thought she’d died and been gifted that question. But her delight changed with the next thing the server said.

“Ducks aren’t allowed. Health hazard.”

“I’m sorry,” said Ruth. “Ducks are a health hazard, but the E. coli you use as condiments isn’t?”

“Not my policy. The duck leaves.”

Armand handed her a twenty-dollar bill and said something he never thought would come out of his mouth.

“The duck stays.”

“Fine.” She squeaked away.

They were still waiting fifteen, twenty, twenty-five minutes later. But there was no bottled water and no Shona.

“This is the worst date ever,” said Ruth.

“Not a date,” muttered Armand as he checked his phone again.

He was getting worried that maybe “the Ritz” wasn’t code. Wasn’t an in-joke after their last meeting here. That Shona really did mean the Ritz.

He’d messaged her but got no answer.

Now he was worried that she had meant to meet him here, but something had happened to her.

Isabelle lay face up, staring at the peak of the tent not that far above her runny nose.

She had to go to the bathroom, a.k.a. the log, badly, but was loath to get out of her toasty warm sleeping bag. And, to make matters worse, she could hear the rapid tapping of something against the canvas.

Ever since her grandparents had taken her camping as a child, Isabelle had loved the smell of a canvas tent. But that soothing scent did not outweigh the sound, and her dread of what she’d find when she opened the flap.

“Red sky at night, my ass,” she muttered.

Beside her, Vivienne was still asleep. Clearly she’d chosen, intentionally or not, the side that did not have a tree root sticking up.

Desperately trying to get out of her sleeping bag without touching the sides of the tent and breaking the seal that would allow whatever was hitting the outside in, Isabelle twisted and turned and finally kicked the sleeping bag away. Unzipping the tent flap, she looked out.

It was worse than she thought. Rain wasn’t hitting the canvas. It was snow. Sleet. Ice.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck,” she muttered as she ran barefoot across the campsite, to the designated log. “Fuck.”

But finally the relief was so great, she didn’t even feel the ice and snow on her legs and under her feet.

“May I?” Vivienne plunked down beside her, not waiting for permission.

After her own deep sigh, Vivienne asked, “Okay, what do we do first?”

It reminded Isabelle of Jean-Guy’s claim that he and the Chief had once, in desperation, used a two-holer outhouse as a situation room. She had never believed him. But this topped even that.

“We go into the woods, see if we can find what Charles was pointing to. I’m really hoping he left other signs.”

Isabelle looked at the snow and sleet, the leaden sky and lake. Even the woods seemed drained.

And yet, for all that, what she felt was glee. They were close. Today was the day they’d break this open and stop whatever was going to happen. Or at least find out what it was. Then they’d have a fighting chance.

She looked at Vivienne, who was also staring at the lake.

“What are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking that next summer I’d like to bring my grandchildren here.”

“I’ll bring my kids and we can camp together. This time we won’t forget the s’mores.”

Neither said, as they ran back to the tent, that they hoped “here” would still be there next summer.

A few minutes later they were wearing every piece of clothing they’d brought with them. By mutual agreement they skipped breakfast. Though they ate the chocolate bars that had been intended for the s’mores.

Isabelle walked to the base of the tree and replaced the stone exactly where and how she’d found it.

“Why did you do that?” asked Vivienne.

“To hide Charles’s markings We might not be the only ones looking.”

They hitched their backpacks further up and headed into the woods.

“Bonjour, Julian—”

“Is that you, Chief Inspector?”

“Oui.” Armand had put on the auto-transcription function so he could read what was being said. “I’m wondering if a young woman is there, perhaps waiting for me?”

“No one has asked for you. Can you describe her?”

“Twenty-three years old, a woman of color. Probably looks annoyed.”

The maître d’ at the Ritz laughed. “Most young women these days seem to—”

“Oh, it’s okay, Julian. Merci. She’s just arrived.”

“Who the fuck’s this?” was the first thing out of Shona’s mouth. She stood across the diner, glaring at Ruth, then at Rosa. Then she turned to Gamache, who’d stood up. “You brought a date?”

Armand hoped to God he’d misheard, but the laugh of delight from Ruth said differently.

What he did realize was that he’d actually heard. While the cicadas were still screaming in his ears, the noise had dropped. This was no delusion, no wishful thinking.

He’d heard Shona. And, better still, he’d heard Ruth’s laugh.

How he missed laughter.

“Really, who the fuck is this?” Shona demanded. “You brought a vagrant? And a duck?”

“I heard you the first time,” he said.

Ruth caught his eye, her smile widening, before she looked at Shona and demanded, “Who the fuck is this?”

Armand began to grasp what might be the enormity of his misjudgment in having these two women in the same room. Then something happened.

“And in my heart, her anger smolders still,” Shona quoted. “Amid the ashes of residual guilt.”

“Forest fires,” said Vivienne.

They’d walked half a kilometer into the woods, marking the trail, then fanned out. But had found nothing. There was no evidence of anything buried or hidden.

They were now sitting on a fallen tree, resting. It had been a slog, and they still had to get back to the shore. The snow was accumulating. On the trees, the ground. Them. It tap-tap-tippity-tapped onto their rain gear, dripping under their collars and down their backs.

“What about the fires?” asked Isabelle, pulling her jacket tighter.

“Maybe that’s what Charles meant by the arrow. Not something he’d hidden close by, in these woods, but something further north. Maybe he wanted to bring our attention to the wildfires.”

“But the fires were news around the world. Hardly secret. And hardly a reason to be murdered.”

They were now retracing their steps. Both had come to the realization that if Charles Langlois did hide something in these woods, their chances of finding it were tiny.

They were almost back at the clearing when Isabelle stopped. She put her arm across Vivienne’s body to also stop her.

“What is it?”

“My God,” said Shona. “You’re Ruth Zardo.”

“And you are?”

“Shona Dorion.”

“You’re not . . .” Ruth raised her middle finger, and so did Shona. “Ha. You’re the one who’s always taking a run at Armand.”

“You follow her?” he said.

“Not just follow, I think I love her.” Ruth, forgetting to be ornery, turned back to Shona. “No one ever quotes the middle of my poems.”

“No.” Shona’s eyes were bright, her voice light as she leaned across the sticky table toward Ruth. “It’s only the beginning and end that most people remember. I do too, but the guts, the heart of your works, that’s what I love best. From the Public school to the private hell / of the family masquerade / where could a boy on a bicycle go—”

“When the straight road splayed.” Ruth finished the quote from her own poem, stroking the feathers on Rosa’s small head as she spoke.

“How do you know him?” Shona jerked her head toward Armand.

“He’s a neighbor.” Ruth looked at him to make sure he understood what she said next, suspecting rightly that while his hearing had improved, it was far from perfect. “And a friend. How do you know him?”

“He killed my mother.”

Ruth’s brows shot up. It took her a moment to realize this young woman was not kidding. And Armand was not denying it.

“Well, that explains most of your posts,” said Ruth.

“I’ve spent my adult life trying to get back at him.”

“Choosing to meet here is a good step,” said Ruth.

Shona smiled.

Armand realized he’d never seen her smile. Well, that was not totally true. The very first time he’d laid eyes on her, when he’d entered their squalid home with a warrant, the little girl was holding her mother’s hand. And smiling up at him.

Her face, her whole being, radiated happiness and trust. This was a child raised in a crack house, by a prostitute who’d murdered her dealer. But, more than that, this was a child raised with love. Profound, all-encompassing love. And, with it, trust. She knew if she was holding her mother’s hand, she was safe.

Until . . . 

In that moment, when he’d arrested her mother for murder and gently broken that grip, the smile had been wiped off Shona’s face, to be replaced by confusion. Then fear. And then, later, rage. And hatred. And finally contempt.

Shona Dorion had become a journalist. And a very good one. An investigative journalist, she was relentless in pursuit of the entitled, the bullies, those who took advantage of the vulnerable and broken. She had her own site, with hundreds of thousands of followers. Her emblem was the raised finger. And her main targets were those in power. Her favorite target was the man who’d arrested her mother. The senior Sûreté officer she held responsible for her mother’s suicide in detention just days later.

Here was an old white cop who held so much power she felt in her bones he must be corrupt, though she hadn’t been able to find anything on Chief Inspector Gamache. But that hadn’t stopped her from hurling insulting, bordering-on-abusive questions at him in news conferences. Ones that always had some margin of truth. Like calling him a coward because he’d survived the hit-and-run, and Charles Langlois had not.

“You saved yourself,” she’d shouted from the back of the hastily called conference. “How can we trust the Sûreté when its senior officers protect themselves first?”

It was in that moment, when Armand had seen the rage and satisfaction in Shona Dorion’s eyes, and the discomfort of his colleagues and even the other journalists, that he’d made up his mind.

He needed an ally outside the Sûreté. Someone smart, connected, courageous, unrelenting, who could dig into things without setting off alarms. He needed someone no one would suspect could possibly be working with him.

He needed Shona Dorion.

And so, months ago, before the events in the water-treatment plant, he’d invited her to this very café to ask for her help. She’d agreed, volunteering at Action Québec Bleu, the organization where Charles Langlois had worked, to find out what she could.

Though she made it clear it was a limited truce. Once their work together was over, he was again in her crosshairs.

“So, what’re you doing here?” Ruth asked. “Why did you agree to meet him?”

The old poet looked from one to the other. It was clear that if there was an entente between them, it was not exactly cordiale. Once it was over, they would return to where they had been.

Hunter and hunted.

“What do you know about FEDS?” Shona asked.

“Feds?” said Ruth. “Can’t say—”

“I was asking him.”

“Right.”

“I take it you mean the federal government,” said Gamache.

“I think so, but I’m not sure. And if so, which one?”

“What do you mean?”

“In the Action Québec Bleu files, the ones in Madame Chalifoux’s office, I’ve found repeated references to FEDS and DC.”

“Washington?”

“I don’t think it’s the comics, do you?”

Both Ruth and Rosa snorted.

“It didn’t make sense since AQB never got money from the federal government,” Shona continued. “And certainly not from the Americans.”

“When Americans say ‘Feds,’ ” said Armand, “don’t they mean the FBI?”

“That’s my understanding,” said Ruth.

“I was talking to her.”

“Right.”

“Or the Federal Reserve,” added Armand. He leaned across the table, forgetting how filthy it was. Until his hand touched it.

But it was too late.

“The thing is, it’s not ‘the Feds,’ just ‘FEDS,’ ” said Shona. “And every reference to it is spelled with all caps.”

“You’ve obviously looked it up online,” said Armand.

“Obviously. Just what we’ve already said, but nothing with all caps.”

Armand sat back and, deep in thought, he reached for a thin paper napkin. As he tried to wipe the sticky stuff off his hands, all he managed to do was glue the paper to his palms.

“Are you done? Can we go to the Ritz?” asked Ruth.

“Non,” said Armand, studying the young woman across from him. “I think there’s more. Why did you want to meet?”

“Because of this.”

Shona placed a piece of paper in front of Gamache. He put on his reading glasses.

“What am I looking at?”

“Bank accounts. I said I wanted to write a piece on the lack of funding for AQB. Chalifoux gave me access to her applications for government funding and requests for private donations. I don’t think she realized that from there I could get deeper.”

“To see the funding and donations themselves,” said Gamache.

“Exactly. Look at the amounts. They’re huge. I can guarantee you none of this ever came to AQB. I think the organization is being used to launder money.”

Armand shook his head and gave one gruff laugh, though there was little actual amusement. Removing his glasses, he rubbed his eyes. “Incredible. I think you’ve found it. We’ve been looking into this.”

“What?” said Shona and Ruth in unison.

“How the bribes got to Marcus Lauzon. This must be it. They were funneled through AQB. And Charles Langlois found out.”

“And ‘DC’? What does that mean?” asked Shona.

“It must mean where the money came from. Washington, DC,” said Ruth. “And ‘FEDS’ means the Federal Reserve.”

“Which means not just American corporations, but the American government’s involved,” said Shona.

“Which means the American government’s involved,” Armand said, not realizing he was repeating what Shona had just said. But neither woman pointed that out.

It seemed to bear repeating.

“What is it?” whispered Vivienne, edging closer.

Isabelle Lacoste had spotted a lump, a bit of ground higher than it naturally would be, should be.

“Maybe nothing,” she said, kneeling beside it. From her knapsack she took out gloves and a small shovel.

“Please,” she muttered to herself, “let it be Langlois’s laptop. Please . . .”

Several inches down she found something promising. A heavy-duty green bag. The type you’d wrap something in to keep it safe from the elements.

But as she worked the earth around it, Isabelle Lacoste grew wary. It was much larger than a normal garbage bag, and certainly larger than a laptop would be, should be. Could be.

Completely oblivious now to the sleet hitting her face and the rivulets of cold water dribbling through her scalp as she bent over, Isabelle carefully dug around the edges of the plastic. Then stopped.

“What?” asked Vivienne, sensing the change. She was no longer with Isabelle. Her companion had become Inspector Lacoste.

Vivienne leaned in to get a closer look, then took a step back. The green garbage bag was outlining what could only be a boot.

For the first time in decades, Vivienne LaPierre crossed herself.





Chapter 11

 

Ruth finished her eggs Benedict at about the same time Rosa polished off the small bowl of frozen peas and sliced grapes the Ritz in Montréal had provided for her.

“Did you really kill her mother?”

He nodded. Then shook his head. It was complicated.

As Shona had left the dingy diner, she’d said to Ruth, “Having been hanged for something / I never said, / I can now say anything I can say.” Then she turned to Armand and said, with a glacial stare, “Before I was not a witch, / but now I am one.”

At the door Shona Dorion had turned and raised her middle finger. Ruth raised hers back. And, behind the counter, the emaciated server raised hers.

Armand lowered his eyes in the face of this private message between the women, a power of three that even the most obtuse man could not fail to understand.

Before I was . . . 

Now, sitting in the grandeur of the Ritz, he gave his credit card to the server and said to Ruth, “I arrested her mother for killing her dealer, and asked that she be placed in the infirmary, for observation and help in coming off crack. She hanged herself.”

Ruth took a deep breath in and pushed away her plate.

“I later learned that she’d killed the man when he’d tried to rape Shona, who was eight.”

“Dear God,” sighed Ruth.

“I don’t think God had anything to do with what happened. It was a travesty from beginning to end.”

“Before I was not a witch,” said Ruth, softly, “but now I am one.”

He nodded.

In the car on the way home Armand tried to ignore the duck on his lap. Staring at him. Her beak almost touching his nose. Had it been a gun, he would not have been more disconcerted.

“You’re in her spot,” Ruth explained.

He turned to look outside as city turned to countryside, though Armand barely noticed. His thoughts were on what Shona had said. About Action Québec Bleu. They’d investigated its Executive Director, Margaux Chalifoux, but found nothing against her. The environmental organization appeared to run not just on a shoestring, it would be lucky to have even that. It ran on vapors and wishful thinking and, mostly, the goodwill and passion of its workers who were, in essence, involuntary volunteers.

Isabelle had investigated their funding and found nothing irregular, beyond its lack of support from any level of government, which was in itself odd.

She’d planned to look more closely, but then the plot exploded, and was resolved, and the investigation ended.

But now . . . 

But now Shona had found tens of millions of dollars had been funneled through AQB to . . . Lauzon? They’d have their forensic accountants check the accounts, to be sure.

Ruth, who was a surprisingly good driver, had gotten them almost home before she quietly said, without turning to him, “I know.”

“What do you know?”

“That you heard what I just said. That your hearing is better than you let on.” She glanced at him. “Why would you hide that?”

“Why do you hide that you are, in fact, a kind and decent and loving person?”

It looked as though she was not going to answer. It wasn’t until they crested the hill that led down into Three Pines that she said, “Because it’s dangerous to expose myself.”

“Even to friends?”

“They don’t have to be told, they know.” She peered at him. “I’m presuming your family knows too.”

He smiled. “I didn’t know until you laughed.” It did seem unfair that the first sound he heard clearly was out of Ruth. Though how perfect that it was a laugh. “Please don’t tell anyone. Leave that to me.”

“You want people to think you’re not up to the job? Believe me, it’s not a hard sell.”

It was his turn to laugh. But she had it right. It was vital that he be underestimated.

There were still far too many cicadas screaming in his head, but he now had confidence they too would leave. And he found he could now think more clearly.

“It’s not always obvious who our friends are,” Ruth said, pulling her car partway onto her lawn.

He was not the only one who wanted to be underestimated.

“True enough. Thank you for the drive.”

“And the distraction? That is why we were there, no? So that no one would figure out the real reason for your visit to Montréal?”

He smiled. “You are a witch.” At which she cackled. “I’m afraid you and Rosa can’t come over for Sunday lunch today.”

“That’s okay. I’ve had my fill of you.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t hear that.” And heard her laugh. “Thank you, Ruth. You’re a good friend.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t hear that,” said Ruth, and heard him laugh as he got out of the car.

As he walked along the path to the house, their front door opened and Henri, Fred, and Gracie bounded out, and with them came the scent of roasting chicken.

“Evelyn’s here,” said Reine-Marie, giving him a hug. “She’s waiting for you in the bistro. Jean-Guy isn’t back yet.”

He could see that. No car.

“I’m going over to Clara’s before he gets here.” The “he” she meant was not Jean-Guy. “Take the chicken out in half an hour and let it rest, and for God’s sake, don’t let Henri get it.”

That had only happened once, and they suspected it wasn’t Henri but Ruth who’d dragged the carcass away.

They walked together across the village green before separating. It was a brilliant fall day, crisp and cold. Though there was a warning in the wind. A growl through the trees that would soon, they knew, become a bite. Something was coming at them from the north.

Something was about to happen.

When he entered the bistro, he stood at the door to let his eyes adjust. He saw Evelyn waving from an armchair and indicated he’d be with her in a moment, then went over to the new server.

“Salut, mon frère,” he said quietly. “Everything okay?”

“If you call being held here against my will okay, then yes, splendid.”

“There are worse prisons, and you know you can leave. But . . .”

“But thanks to you, if I poke my head up, I might be murdered. Like the Abbot. Like Brother Robert.”

For a long time, Armand had believed this unhappy monk, the former acting Abbot of Saint-Gilbert-Entre-les-Loups, knew more. In fact, knew where Charles’s missing laptop was hidden. Since they’d found the map in the monastery, why wouldn’t Charles or the Abbot also send the laptop there?

But the monastery had been searched many times over, and nothing. And slowly Armand had come to the conclusion that this monk who’d opened mail and snooped into all his confrères’ private lives was, in fact, telling the truth.

He didn’t know where that elusive laptop might be.

Still, Armand had hidden Frère Simon in this hidden village, to keep him safe from the Black Wolf. As days turned to weeks and months, he had watched as Brother Simon, a Gilbertine who’d taken a vow of silence, had begun to open up. To speak. To make friends. To actually know the daily specials and master the complicated espresso machine. Had begun to fit in.

Simon had found his place. Not behind an altar but behind a counter, in service.

“Let me know if anything odd happens,” said Armand.

“Ruth hasn’t been in for her morning toddy. Does that count?”

“Close. I’ll keep it in mind.”

And Brother Simon actually smiled.

Evelyn stood as he approached, and kissing her on both cheeks, he asked why she was waiting for him in the bistro and not their home.

“I arrived early and was frankly starving. I didn’t want to trouble Reine-Marie. I did offer to help her prepare lunch, but she had it all under control. You married up, Armand.”

He was peering at her in the way she recognized but still hadn’t gotten used to. Once such a brilliant man, such a brilliant mind, now his expression more often than not was perplexed. Even blank.

Evelyn realized she should speak in short, declarative sentences. She also realized she had not lied to Moretti on their stroll through the Jean-Talon market the day before. Armand Gamache was clearly no longer the force he once was. Not a threat. By the time he realized something was happening, it would be long over.

This was the real reason she’d accepted his invitation to Sunday lunch. To make sure. Now she could go home. Except she was committed to what promised to be a long and tedious lunch.

At least she’d had a delicious brioche here in the bistro while she’d waited.

“Excusez-moi,” said Armand, taking out his phone. “I need to set my alarm, to remember to take out the chicken.”

“Of course.” Though her heart ached a little, to see this once great leader reduced to anxiety over roast chicken.

She watched as his brow furrowed, and wondered if even that simple task, of setting the timer, was proving too much. How much damage had that explosion done?

But now he got up and, “Désolé,” took a few steps away from the table before turning his back on her.

At that moment she was distracted by another vehicle arriving.

“Fucking hell,” she whispered as she recognized the man getting out.

“Anything?” asked Vivienne.

“Rien.” Nothing.

Inspector Lacoste had sent a photo and message to Chief Inspector Gamache and Inspector Beauvoir. Now she waited.

And waited.

Finally, a few long minutes later, her phone rang.

“Chief?”

“What’ve you got?” His voice was low, clearly trying to keep others from overhearing.

Armand had put on the text function since he still did not trust that the cicadas would not eat a few vital words.

“Looks like a body. I stopped digging as soon as I realized. I’ve sent for a forensics team to get up here as soon as possible, but it’ll take a while. Dr. LaPierre and I will stay by the body until they arrive.”

“What equipment do you have?”

“Gloves, evidence vials, and bags. But no testing kits. I didn’t think—”

“Of course you didn’t.” He thought for a moment, looking out the window at Marcus Lauzon. At the smug smile on that reviled face. Then he noticed Jean-Guy’s face opening up into astonishment as he too read Lacoste’s message and saw the photo.

Armand walked deeper into the bistro as Evelyn Tardiff returned her attention to her colleague, the head of homicide.

What the hell is he up to? What’s Lauzon doing here?

Something had happened. Marcus Lauzon had obviously been taken out of maximum security, supermax, and brought here for Sunday lunch. Along with her.

Why?

Alarms began to go off, and she wondered if Armand Gamache, that wily strategist, really was as feeble, as diminished, as he seemed. She glanced out the window and inadvertently caught Marcus Lauzon’s eye.

Both looked quickly away.

“Isabelle, you have to open that bag. We need to know who and what is in there.”

She knew what he was asking. That they run the risk of contaminating evidence. But the need to know now outweighed the risks.

“Agreed. Stay on the line, patron.”

Inspector Lacoste switched her phone to camera and turned the view around so Gamache could watch. Hitting record, she handed it to her companion.

“Vivienne, can you hold this? It’s recording.”

“Of course.” The biologist took the phone and pointed it at the partially exposed bag.

From the warmth and comfort of the bistro in Three Pines, Armand watched as Isabelle worked quickly and expertly, uncovering what was clearly now a corpse wrapped in layers of heavy plastic. Cutting the plastic open at the head, she was immediately repelled backward.

Even after years of doing this, she never got used to the sight, or smell, of a decomposing body.

Vivienne had dropped the phone. Armand could hear gagging.

“What is it?” he asked, his voice muffled, his face face down in the slush and muck. “Who is it?”

Isabelle picked up the phone, wiped the mud away on her jacket, and pointed. She heard the long sigh of someone who realized he’d been wrong. Very wrong.

Clara spotted Ruth coming down her path. “Quick, everyone, pretend you’re dead.”

“Everyone” was Myrna and Reine-Marie.

“Who is it?” asked Myrna.

“Who do you think?”

They crouched down and fell silent. The doorknob jiggled.

“There’s a slight flaw to this strategy,” whispered Reine-Marie, hiding behind Myrna, as was Clara.

“Hello?? Bonjour??” could be heard from the front hall. Then, “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

“You never lock your door,” said Myrna, standing up from where she’d been taking refuge behind the exuberant arrangement of autumn flowers and branches and weeds she’d cut down that morning and brought with her.

“There you are,” said Ruth. “I thought for a moment I’d have to make new friends.”

“Out of what?” asked Clara.

“What did she make us out of?” asked Reine-Marie.

“Stone and wishful thinking,” said Ruth, whose hearing was startlingly acute. “Your husband said I wasn’t invited to Sunday lunch. Been replaced by a mass murderer.”

“Sounds like a fair trade,” said Clara. Her smile froze when she looked out the window and realized the mad poet was, for once, telling the truth.

“What’s happened, Armand?” demanded Evelyn, when he’d hung up and rejoined her. “And what the hell is that man doing here?”

They were two separate questions, though Gamache knew they intersected. Somehow. The dead man and the luncheon guest.

The former political leader was walking down the path to the Gamache home, to join them for Sunday lunch. He was still in handcuffs, and Jean-Guy had a firm grip on his arm.

While Beauvoir did not think his prisoner would make a run for it, he knew that people did strange things. And this man’s actions in the past went far beyond predictable.

Armand chose to focus on the second of Evelyn’s questions. The one he was prepared for.

“I don’t think Marcus Lauzon is the Black Wolf.”

The look on Chief Inspector Tardiff’s face was exactly the same as Jeanne Caron’s had been the day before, when he’d dropped the same bomb on her.

“Of course he is. For fuck’s sake, it was proven in court, beyond any doubt.” Her voice was rising, so that others in the bistro, including the former monk turned server, turned to look. “And now you release him from prison? Have you lost your mind?”

She knew she should rein it in, but the shock had shaken her. What had this silent, still, still silent man found out?

Armand tilted his head to one side, his brows together. His expression puzzled.

“Désolé, Evelyn. I didn’t catch it all. But you seem angry.”

She was, in fact, incandescent. If her hair could have burst into flames, it would have.

“Why the fuck did you bring him down here? This is a huge mistake, Armand.”

Armand shrugged and shook his head. Not in boredom, not because he disagreed, but in apparent incomprehension.

“Oh, fuck it,” she muttered.

Turned out the lunch might not be as tedious as she’d thought.

As they left the bistro and made their way across the village green, Armand’s mind was not on Tardiff’s reaction to Lauzon, which was predictable, nor on the confrontation to come, but on the unexpected. The unpredicted.

The body in the bag.

How did Frederick Castonguay, who’d worked closely with their prisoner, their luncheon guest, the former Deputy Prime Minister, end up dead and buried beside that remote lake?





Chapter 12

 

"Frederick Castonguay.”

Armand had taken Jean-Guy aside as soon as they’d entered the house and whispered those words.

Beauvoir, who had not seen the bag being opened by Isabelle, stared, then gave a curt nod. Absorbing the news. They had other priorities at the moment, and Lacoste was more than capable of doing what was necessary with the body.

Still, it was unexpected, and Beauvoir struggled to keep his expression neutral.

He and Gamache were obviously thinking the same thing: How had the young assistant to Jeanne Caron ended up in a green garbage bag in a forest?

At one time, indeed until a few minutes ago, Gamache had wondered if Frederick Castonguay wasn’t deeply involved in the plots. Might he even be the one behind it all? It was unlikely, though wasn’t that often the way?

But Armand now knew he’d been at least partially mistaken. And partly right. Castonguay was not the leader, but he was obviously involved somehow and considered so dangerous that he needed to be silenced.

Frederick Castonguay had had access to all of Jeanne Caron’s documents, and she, in turn, as Lauzon’s Chief of Staff, had access to all the former Deputy Prime Minister’s papers and emails. She had control over his movements and even his finances. Or so she’d thought.

And Castonguay, as her assistant, had access to all of that.

Could he have sidestepped his immediate boss and been working directly with Lauzon? Was he the conduit for the money? Was Frederick Castonguay, that nondescript young man, one of the main conspirators?

By the same token, it would be equally easy for Frederick Castonguay to plant evidence. To plant that money. To set up Marcus Lauzon. To make it look like the Deputy PM was the one behind the plots. And leave the real conspirators free to finish what they started.

So, thought Armand as he slowly removed his coat and put on the old cardigan, so far there was a possibility Marcus Lauzon was, or was not, behind the plots. There was a possibility the dead man was, or was not, working with him. There was a possibility the dead man was, or was not, working against him.

They did not seem further ahead.

What he did know was that there was a direct line from the man now standing in the heart of their home in Three Pines, looking around with interest, and the young man dead and decomposing hundreds of kilometers north. From Lauzon to Caron to Castonguay.

Quite a lineage.

Too many things led back to the former politician for Gamache not to wonder if Lauzon wasn’t the Black Wolf after all. The one who fed people’s fears, paranoia, greed, rage. He fed them and, in turn, was fed on them.

And few knew better than Armand Gamache what a bloated ruin this man was.

So why, why, he wondered as he watched Marcus Lauzon, did he harbor doubts? He was clearly the only one who did. Even his own team thought him mad to think Lauzon might have been wrongly convicted.

He put on the ragged old slippers and was aware everyone was looking at him. Waiting for him to take the lead. He glanced at Beauvoir, who also seemed distracted. Clearly struggling with the questions that emanated from that putrid find at the northern lake.

What was Frederick Castonguay looking for at the lake? How did he know that lake was of interest? Unless . . . was there some connection between the two young men?

Whose side was Frederick Castonguay on?

Who had followed, found, and killed him?

Who—

Armand’s phone alarm went off, startling everyone in the room. And just like that, the questions retreated, and his attention was brought sharply back home.

He turned to Marcus Lauzon. “That’s the chicken. It’s ready to be taken out. Let’s go into the kitchen.”

Beauvoir and Evelyn Tardiff exchanged glances. Were they mistaken, or did this sound like two friends about to prepare a meal together?

“I’m very good at gravy,” said Lauzon as he followed his host. “Should you need it.”

“As it turns out, that’s my specialty too,” said Armand, “but I’ll hand that duty over to you today. Perhaps best I carve.”

Lauzon actually laughed.

The kitchen smelled of tradition and safety and comfort. Of childhood dinners with family around the table. And yet Jean-Guy found that his stomach
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From wandering on a foreign strand!
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A book is both an individual effort—a year sitting alone, working and worrying. And a collaborative effort. This is in your hands because all those people also believe in Three Pines.

Thank you to my agent, David Gernert, and his great team including Rebecca Gardner, Ellen Goodson Coughtrey, Will Roberts.

Thank you to John MacLachlan Gray who, in collaboration with the actor Eric Peterson, created Billy Bishop Goes to War and allowed me to quote from that great work of Canadian stagecraft.

Thank you to all the booksellers, librarians, and readers who quickly adjusted expectations, and embraced the new all-Canadian tour for The Black Wolf. I am grateful.

Thank you. For coming to Three Pines with me. For following Armand, wherever the need takes him.

Thank you to Canada, to Québec, and specifically the village of Knowlton/Lac Brome for keeping a place at the table for me and so many others who long for a safe place.

Yes, I know. A list like that can be boring, unless you happen to be on it. And maddening if you happen to have been left out. (Sincere apologies if I have failed to thank you. I hope you can forgive me. It is a function of my memory and not my gratitude.)

And finally, a special thank-you to my Golden Girls, Muggins and Charlie, for bringing such unexpected joy into our home, along with all sorts of other things including sticks and dirt and . . . what’s that smell? Is that really mud?

I wake up in the night and feel Charlie’s breath on my face, and Muggins’s body curled up against mine. And I know I am not alone.

The Black Wolf is about choices. About creeping threats disguised as friends. About the courage it takes to be a dissenting voice, to stand up and step forward.

But finally, at its heart, like all the Three Pines books, it’s about the power of friendship. And love. And the great comfort of coming home.
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