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The Publisher

(Plot Summary)

The novel opens with a funeral in Paris, at the beginning of the present century - a gloomy, rainy day, as if the city itself were crying for the violent death of Christian Cherell, editor. Or rather, "The Publisher", as everyone called him, friends and enemies alike, as a mark of respect for the most influential, troublesome and feared player in the world of French information.

Outside the basilica of Notre Dame, the police are hard stretched to hold back the mass of people gathered to witness the ceremony. Inside, there is Christian's family: his wife Michelle, their three children, and his stepmother Yvette. With them are Christian's closest friends from schooldays and other characters who we will meet in the course of the novel. As photographers immortalize the stars of the show, blasting the basilica with flashes, a mysterious woman in black, strikingly beautiful, comes forward, a black orchid in her hand. Only Christian's closest friends recognize her - Vagabond, perhaps the only true love of Christian's life, a Gypsy queen whose extra-sensory powers had helped Christian in one of his most explosive investigations. She lays a black orchid on the coffin and disappears as mysteriously as she had arrived.

Keeping an eye on everything is Chief Inspector Ronan Malbrunot, a morose bear of a man, whose gruff exterior hides his sorrow at the horrific death of a man with whom he had been closely involved for over twenty years.

The next day, in the notary's offices, Christian's relatives and friends are gathered for the reading of his will and the division of his estate. All as expected. Or nearly.

"To you, Michelle, I also entrust something of much greater value to me than my money: my memoirs…"

Christian's teenage daughter, Claudine, hears thse words and knows at once what she wants more than anything - to read his personal memoirs and discover who her father really was. At home later, she will take advantage of her mother's absence to delve into her father's past…

The Cannes years

Born in Cannes to the owner of a five-star hotel on the Croisette and a  mother of dazzling Mediterranean beauty, Christian Cherell has a peaceful early childhood. However, on the day of his twelfth birthday, his mother falls ill and dies only three months later. Lacking support from his father, who completely withdraws into himself, Christian suffers terribly and so begins a life marked by fear of abandonment, a fear that will affect his every relationship.

When his father announces that he has a new partner, Yvette, the division between father and son widens until they are living like strangers. Christian decides to leave Cannes and study in Paris. When he goes to confront his father over this, he is surprised to find that his father has already enrolled him in a prestigious college there.

A teenager in Paris

He soon forges a close bond with his roommate, René Cenac, and two friends of his, Dominique Barilly and André Desnoyer. Their friendship becomes so strong that they acquire the nickname "The Four Musketeers".

Christian joins the editorial team of the school newspaper, Le Indépendent, and discovers the passion that will guide his life. With the support of  Dominique, André and René and the economic support of their families, he manages to take over the position of editor. His changes are very successful. At a party to celebrate the paper's success, he meets Nicole Rémy, an attractive student who kills herself shortly afterwards. Christian cannot accept the verdict of suicide and takes a decision: the next issue of the newspaper is a special edition dedicated to Nicole:

Who or what killed Nicole Rémy?

Suicide: an unconvincing version of the facts.

The article warns the guilty parties that the students would find them and pay them back in kind. Christian's threats become the talking point on all the television talk-shows and he is hard-pushed to resist the pressure, from the political authorities as well, to close our newspaper. He is even questioned by Inspector Ronan Malbrunot, with the intention of intimidating him. It is his first meeting with the prickly Inspector who will become a constant ally for the rest of his life.

An anonymous phonecall leads Christian to examine the possibility of a connection with a satanic cult. After interviewing an expert on the matter, Father Gérard, Le Indépendent brings out its most explosive edition yet:

Nicole Rémy victim of Evil

Paris surrounded by satanic sects.

Political authorities silent about their existence

for hypocrisy and electoral advantage

The following days are terrible, marked by a series of inexplicable suicides and deaths, including the barbaric torture and assassination of Father Gérard. Christian is put under pressure by the authorities, his father and Inspector Malbrunot.

Vagabond

To escape the pressure, Christian loves walking through the ancient streets of Paris, with their picturesque beauty, characteristic smells and larger-than-life characters. And it is on one of these solitary walks that he meets a young Gypsy, begging for coins. He is struck by her spirit and beauty, and a powerful relationship, marked by insolitary spiritual and sexual affinity, begins between the two of them, destined to become the most important of his life. On Christian's insistence, Vagabond (so called at her request - "Call me Vagabond. I have no name.") reads his palm, pronouncing a prophecy that will come back to haunt him: "You will become famous and powerful… Everyone will be envious of you… You will die alone… You will have two great loves, but you will lose both of them…"

The fancy dress party

With the support of Inspector Malbrunot, Christian and his friends decide to hold a fancy dress party with the theme of the Occult - Vagabond will read the participant's palms and hopefully they will manage to flush out some of the cult's members. When the moment arrives, there is a fight at the party and before Inspector Malbrunot's men can intervene, Christian is stabbed.

He wakes up two days later in hospital, fortunate to be alive. Vagabond is there to look after him and he has a tearful reunion with his father, the first step in healing the rift between them.

The Philosopher

After his release from hospital, Christian has a chance meeting at Charles de Gaulle airport with a tramp nicknamed "The Philosopher", who reveals that he used to live in the catacombs below Paris, where he found an enormous underground theatre with a projection box containing hard pornographic films. One night, he had witnessed a satanic initiation rite there.

Christian seizes the opportunity at once - with the help of Malbrunot, they find the theatre, set up surveillance equipment, and manage to witness, and film, a satanic ritual involving the sadistic rape of a teenage girl. In return for the information, Malbrunot gives Christian exclusive access to the material and Le Indépendent manages another scoop:

The Monster of Nicole Rémy captured

Professor Serge Baratox identified,

head of the largest Parisian satanic sect.

Victim one of his students.

Deaths of at least three of his students

and Father Gérard Delacroix

traced back to him.

Paris and the political world are shocked by both the story and the ruthless accusations made about the authorities - both Malbrunot and Christian find themselves on the wrong side of powerful forces who will never forget and will wait their chance to even the score…

A photographic souvenir

To celebrate their success, they are all invited to a new restaurant, opened by Giuseppe Scavone - a marvellous evening with the Four Musketeers, Arlette and Vagabond. Scavone takes photos but little does Christian realize at that moment that the polaroid in his hand is to become his most precious souvenir of a last moment of simple happiness. Later that same night, Vagabond tells him that she is in fact a princess among the Gypsies and has to leave to marry another man, an obligation to her family - she can no longer see him. Christian is shattered - his fears of loneliness and abandonment seem to be a cruel destiny coming true.

Another goodbye

Christian has just finished his high school exams when he receives a call from his stepmother, Yvette, in Cannes - his father is ill and his condition is deteriorating. Christian rushes to Cannes, but by the time he arrives, his father has already died. Christian inherits everything, including his father's beloved Porsche, and asks Yvette to stay on and manage the hotel. It is the beginning of a newfound friendship with his once-hated stepmother.

Isabelle

Yvette introduces him to two guests at the hotel - Henry Cristophe, a diplomat and future presidential candidate and his wife, Isabelle Pétain, a stunningly beautiful thirty-five-year-old. A few days later, Isabelle invites him on a boating excursion, explaining that her husband has had to return to Paris. The boat takes them down the coast to a beach, inland from which is an isolated wooden cabin. Christian and Isabelle make love all afternoon, thus beginning a long summer affair that includes visits to Corsica and Sardinia.

Isabelle explains how she was forced to accept marriage to her husband to save her family business after her father had run up exorbitant gambling debts.

New friendship among the rich

Remaining in Cannes, Christian is invited by an old schoolfriend, Elise, to Montecarlo to celebrate her boyfriend David's birthday. David's family has for generations owned one of Montecarlo's most quoted commercial banks, with great influence beyond Monaco's borders.

Christian meets David's father, Pierre Louis Hubert, who offers him both friendship and future guidance. It is a meeting which will prove instrumental in Christian's future rise in the publishing world.

Christian returns to Paris, enrolls at the Sorbonne together with the other Musketeers and Arlette, and continues his passionate affair with Isabelle.

Thanks to Pierre Louis Hubert's connections, Christian is offered a post as a cub reporter with the Paris Report. Arlette, meanwhile, finds a job with another prestigious newspaper, Le Quotidien. Although they both find themselves having to cover simple social stories or do banal interviews for the economy pages, they are acquiring useful experience as they wait for their big chance…

An investigation for two

One night, Christian is sent urgently to the site where a well-known Parisian entrepreneur's airplane has just crashed, killing Jean Louis Bourlanger, the king of French telecommunications. As the other reporters are hurrying to get back to their offices, Christian notices a farmhouse nearby. Together with Arlette, he goes to talk to the old man in the house - they discover that the plane exploded in the air. The next day, their two newspapers are the only ones to report it as an assassination, suggesting international intrigue. Their first professional scoop.

Christian learns from Hubert of the involvement in the case of Brazil's most powerful banker, Peter Dantus, who had hired Krabs, the international financial investigation agency, to check on all Bourlanger's movements. Hubert tells Christian that a Krabs agent, Jean Didier, has recently been fired, but has recorded all his dealings on a CD. The next day, Arlette and Christian set off on his trail.

They discover his house has been ransacked, his wife has not seen him for days, and his brother is to scared to talk to them. Christian returns home to find a death threat on his answering machine, a letter-bomb arrives for him at his office, and they discover that Arlette's phone has been bugged. Inspector Malbrunot sends his experts and they find bugs in Christian's flat as well.

A phonecall to Brazil reveals that the mechanics responsible for the maintenance on Bourlanger's Cessna have mysteriously died From the sisterof one of the mechanics, Christian obtains the number of a safety deposit box in Rio de Janeiro. He tells Malbrunot, who goes to Rio himself and returns with crucial evidence of Dantus' involvement. The next day, Paris Report and Le Quotidien publish extensive transcripts of the cassette, causing a real stir.

The tempest

Christian's affair with Isabelle continues. They leave Paris for a weekend in the country, where Christian realizes he has left all his keys at home. On their return, he finds his flat has been broken into, and he is then arrested, charged with the hit-and-run of a pregnant woman in his Porsche that Saturday. Even Malbrunot, who believes that Christian has been set up, cannot help him without an alibi…

The trial begins, with the frenzied attention of the media. Just when it seems there is no hope for Christian, a surprise witness appears - Isabelle. She reveals that they had been together in her country house that weekend, thus providing him with an alibi and shocking the political world - her husband, the honourable Cristophe, is forced to resign from the presidential elections.

Christian is acquitted, but later receives insults and death threats both from Cristophe personally and from members of his entourage. Yet another powerful political enemy…

When fate is cruel

One evening two months later, Christian receives a call from a hospital - Isabelle has had a car accident. By the time he reaches her, she has died.

He is shattered and more than a year goes by before he tries to go out with another woman, with disastrous results - his cynicism and bitterness lead him to be sarcastic and offensive. The road to recovery will be long and hard.

The incredible birth of a friendship

Returning to Paris one evening, Christian stops at a traditional bistrot to eat. There he witnesses the assassination of four men and helps the fifth of the group to escape. The young man's name is Alessandro Lanzi, a financial expert. It is the beginning of a friendship which will be of great importance for both of them.

In the meantime, the editor of the Paris Report has retired, to be replaced by someone Christian just cannot get along with. Furthermore, the paper is selling fewer copies. One day, after yet another heated discussion, as punishment, Christian is sent to cover a fashion show, where he interviews a model, Michelle Darlak, also from Cannes. It is the start of a relationship which will in time lead to marriage…

An editor is born

The Paris Report continues losing readership and has serious economic difficulties. Christian's friends, Alessandro Lanzi in particular, urge him to make the great leap and buy the paper. Christian decides to ask for some financial advice from Monsieur Hubert, who offers to support Christian in entering the world of serious editorship.

With the financial support of Hubert and the managerial assistance of Giovanni Parodi, a Genoese expert, Christian's group becomes the major shareholder in the Paris Report. The paper goes from strength to strength with its unrestrained investigative journalism, which brings more readers and advertising, but also more trouble - politicians despise them. Within a year, not yet thirty years old, Christian has reached the peak of his career. He marries Michelle and over the next few years, they have three children. Michelle opens her own fashion house to great success. Christian's company buys Le Quotidien, and Parodi advises him to float his company on the stock market, which in no time earns an astounding sum.

A marriage at the end of the line

The first cracks begin to appear in Christian's marriage. He starts an affair with an Italian psychologist, Clementina. He moves into a flat overlooking Montmartre, where one night he is awakened by a phonecall: "Wake up, you bastard, because you'll soon be sleeping forever."

It appears that ghosts from the past are beginning to make their presence felt…

You will have two great loves, but you will lose both of them…

Clementina's visits to Italy become constant and days go by without Christian hearing from her. As usual, his recipe for banishing such thoughts is to immerse himself more and more in work. Urged on by Parodi, he buys another weekly, Le Nouvelle Information. By now, he is considered by everyone to be the most powerful, dangerous man in France but he, in fact, feels weak, vulnerable and alone, and such loneliness terrifies him. One evening, he calls Clementina and is stunned to hear that she does not want to see him ever again. His worst nightmare has once again come true. He remembers Vagabond's words: You will die alone.

War on the Stock Exchange

The following morning, Parodi informs him that a significant quantity of their stocks have been bought by the commercial bank Société Internationale in a highly aggressive takeover bid. A call from an alarmed Lanzi confirms Parodi's fears, adding that not only his company, but also those of René, Dominique and André are the subjects of hostile takeover bids. Hubert advises Christian to act as quickly as possible.

Alessandro suggests they take over the Société Internationale, offering to find the money from associates in New York.. Christian's long-held suspicions about Alessandro's links with the Mafia seem to be confirmed, but the friends decide to go to war. They conclude the acquisition after a nine-month battle which even involves - in their favour - the European Union's control bodies.

A mysterious appointment

Not long after, Christian is writing his diary when he receives a call. The mysterious voice tells him that he has information about who has tried to destroy him, and how. They fix an appointment for the following evening, despite it being risky. Christian has a strange premonition and decides to finally complete his will and leave it, together with his memoirs, in the care of his solicitor.

Return to the present

Claudine, Christian's teenage daughter, finishes reading his diary. So, she thinks, my father's memoirs were interrupted the evening before his death. Less than two days before his tortured body was found by the butler.

Profession: Assassin

Michelle arrives from London at Charles de Gaulle, accompanied by a professional killer who carries out two contract killings. The next day, all the front pages report the unexpected murder of the ex-number one of the Société Internationale and his director, speculating about the possible connection with the death of Christian Cherell.

René receives an anonymous letter, telling him not to sell the shares in possession of the institution, except those of the casinos, and to put the bank up for sale to the highest offer at once. If he does not follow the instructions, the lives of Michelle and her children will soon be over.

Two weeks later, after further threats, René finalizes the sale in the presence of Lanzi. In the meantime, Malbrunot has put a tap on Lanzi's phoneline and sent two officers to keep an eye on his house. A few days later, the agents are shot and killed and Lanzi disappears without trace. His friends continue to doubt Malbrunot's suspicions. They all agree to resist the blackmailers and continue with Christian's original project.

After an evening at Scavone's, René's companion is blown up by a bomb intended for him. He is rushed to hospital, but fortunately, his wounds are minor.

Now it's Arlette's turn

Malbrunot has given all the friends armed escorts. Arlette's minder is killed and she is kidnapped. The following day, René receives another call. If they do not do as they are told, Arlette will die.

At that moment, Arlette wakes up on a dirty, stinking campbed. She is trying to stand up when she realizes that there is a rat about to jump onto the bed. She lets out a terrorized scream and two guards come crashing into the room. One of them slaps her violently and threatens to rape her.

The legionnaire with five million euros

With two days to follow the kidnappers' demands, Malbrunot and René agree to try to get information from the Parisian underworld. The legionnaire hired by Christian to protect his family and friends, Michel Weill, is given five million euros to bribe anyone who can help them. Weill receives a tip-off about a local criminal and with a mixture of violence and money manages to get an address. Malbrunot and a squad of agents raid the abandoned building, but it is empty. However, they find a name scratched onto the wall: Alessandro Lanzi.

There are now two kidnap victims to find, but less time…

To make matters even more desperate, the informer bribed by Weill phones to give them the new address of Arlette and Alessandro's prison but is shot in the head before he can give the street name.

In the meantime, the killer is instructed to go to the new prison at midnight exactly to kill the jailers once the hostages are dead - the people behind the kidnapping are rapidly covering their tracks…

There are three hours left. The prostitute who gave Weill the first tip-off has managed to get the new address. As she is going to phone Weill, the killer arrives. He shoots her and escapes. Weill arrives seconds too late, but as they are putting her into an ambulance, he notices a scrap of paper in her hand - it gives the directions to the prison, a ruined building in the woods behind Versailles. Malbrunot and his agents rush there.

The ruins of death

In the prison, the jailers are beginning to panic - their male captive has died of a heart attack. The younger jailer goes outside to dig a grave, while the older, sadistic jailer begins to carry out his perverted plan - rape Arlette while threatening her with a starving rat. As he is doing so, the younger jailer comes in and, disgusted, kills the pervert with a single blow of his spade. Arlette seizes the moment and escapes into the woods. As the young jailer is in shock about what he has just done, the contract killer arrives and kills him.

When Malbrunot and his agents arrive, they find the two dead jailers and the body of an unidentified man, not Alessandro.But there is no sign of Arlette or Alessandro. The search continues until dawn when, with the help of police dogs, Arlette is found, prone on the ground, covered with rat bites, but alive.

A boat trip

René goes to Cannes to tell Michelle what has happened. Claudine, Christian's teenage daughter, persuades René to take her out on a boat trip the next day - she wants to find the beach-house she had read about in Christian's memoirs. When they reach it, they find an armed guard outside. They escape quickly and René contacts Malbrunot, convinced that someone is being held prisoner inside. They return to Cannes and in the afternoon, Malbrunot arrives with a special squad. They raid the beach-house, kill the guard, and find Alessandro Lanzi chained in a cellar, but still alive.

The instigator comes to a bad end

The owner of the beach-house confesses that he is just a frontman and that the real owner of the terrain and cottage is Henry Cristophe. With such a confession, Christophe can now be arrested and tried for murder and kidnapping.

That same night, the killer who had helped Christophe carry out his diabolical plan goes to Christophe's apartment and forces him to write and sign a complete confession. The killer is now in the pay of Christophe's enemies, the mafia who had lent Christian the money. Once the confession is signed, the killer executes him.

All for one, and one for all

Two months later, the five friends meet up again at Christian's grave. They embrace each other and raise their hands in a victory salute. Arlette carefully rearranges the flowers on the tomb. In their midst, a black orchid stands out. Then she reads out the epitaph engraved on the tombstone:

Don't cry for my absence,

I will carry on loving you.

