EXTRACT 2

Two noble hearts and a foiled plot

The press went to town over the event. My newspaper and numerous colleagues from others defended me, refuting the statements of some witnesses who perjured themselves by swearing they had seen me at the scene of the crime.

On the day of the hearing, the courtroom was packed with journalists and onlookers.

Yvette, who had rushed up from Cannes, and my friends were the only ones not commenting on the event. Their faces simply showed their serious worry. The public, however, carried on commenting unperturbed, creating an annoying hubbub, even though the judge had already come in. The magistrate had to use all his energy to silence the room and instill the necessary respect for the court.

My lawyer made a last attempt, his hand resting on my shoulder.

"Christian, there's no time left, this really is your last chance. You have to tell me where you were that evening. Otherwise, nobody can keep you out of prison and that'll be the end of you."

"Attorney, I understand you're worried and I thank you. I promise you I'd really like to wipe the slate clean of this terrible nightmare, but it would mean betraying my principles. I'd never be able to look myself in the face again."

I withdrew into myself and heard nothing more. And I thought how different things would have been if Vagabond had not abandoned me, if my parents had not died, and if I had not forgotten my keys that evening.

A nudge from the lawyer called my attention back. The judge had addressed the prosecution and the defence, calling them to the bar for a private meeting.

"I believe it would be opportune, before proceeding, to hear a person involved in this case who has not been called by either the prosecution or the defence, but has presented herself to me of her own free will."

Both lawyers nodded and returned to their seats.

The air was charged, everyone silent, their eyes scanning the room to see who the new character might be. Suddenly, accompanied by an usher and her lawyer, Isabelle came into the court. As she passed by, she smiled calmly at me.

The curiosity in the room rose palpably. People had recognized her as the wife of the political candidate at that moment most rated to lead the nation. Isabelle sat down determinedly in the witness box, even though she knew that the press, jumping on the scandal she was about to create, would certainly annihilate her husband, destroying any chance he might have of becoming the president of the Republic. Threatening to clear the court if the spectators did not behave more respectfully, the judge managed to obtain a breathless silence.

"Madame, would you state your identity?", he ordered sharply.

"My maiden name is Isabelle Pétain, I'm married to the honourable Louis Henry Cristophe."

"So, Mrs Christophe, can you repeat and confirm to the court what you have already told me of your own free will, thereby providing the accused with the necessary alibi to be exonerated?"

"Yes, I can and I will. On the day and at the time of the accident, Mister Christian Cherell was with me at my house in Auvers-sur-Oise, thirty kilometers from Paris. We spent three consecutive days and nights there, without ever leaving the house. He was never out of my sight, since we spent the whole period in my bed. My staff, five people in all, can confirm everything. Christain Cherell is absolutely innocent."

My lawyer and Yvette looked at me, astonished. The judge was forced to hammer repeatedly to bring the public to silence. After a brief word with the defence, the State Prosecutor turned to the judge, asking for the acquittal of Christian Cherell from all charges. The judge adjourned the hearing to the following week: criminal proceedings against unknown persons.

The reporters dashed out of the court to file their articles with the salacious coup de théatre. My friends gave me reproachful glances, but they were clearly relieved. Unable to come near me, Isabelle shouted as the photographers assaulted her with their flashes.

"I love you, chéri. I had to do it."

Yvette blew me a kiss as the police accompanied me out by a side door. I was a free man again. The political press was ruthless and the opposition, both domestic and international, pushed the honourable Cristophe into resigning from the presidential elections.

My colleagues at Paris Report portrayed me as an absolute gentleman and welcomed me back with surprising respect and affection. Inspector Malbrunot called to tell me I was an idiot, but the tone of his voice betrayed a hidden satisfaction and a touch of barely-concealed admiration.

My friends, however, were pretty worried about how Isabelle's husband might react. They were not, in fact, far off the truth, as I later received, both from him personally and from members of his entourage, insults and death threats.

EXTRACT 5

Too late

Michel Weill went straight to one of the most infamous bars in Paris where, for a hundred euros, a prostitute told him who might be able to give him information, warning him, however, that he was a dangerous type.

The man lived opposite the bar and Weill knocked insistently on his door. An imposing brute appeared before him, a one-meter-ninety jailbird with the bulk of a sumo wrestler.

Annoyed, the giant looked him up and down, shoved him backwards and closed the door. Weill kicked it in, knocking it off its hinges. The occupant threw a punch at him with all his force, but the legionnaire was too fast. Grabbing the giant's arm, he broke it with a formidable twist of his wrist and catapulted the big man to the ground with a kick to the ankles. Immediately immobilizing him, he pushed the barrel of his 9-calibre pistol into the man's mouth.

"Sorry if I jumped the formalities, but when I'm in a hurry, I'm not so friendly. I'm here to offer you a deal. D'you want to listen or shall we say goodbye?"

Looking him fiercely in the eye, the brute nodded. Weill withdrew his pistol, sat down beside him and, pulling out a wad of notes from his pocket, began counting them slowly and deliberately under the brute's nose.

"Here's a hundred thousand euros for you if you give me some information."

Eric Matton grimaced at him, holding his arm in pain.

"You a cop?"

"I'm a legionnaire helping a friend."

"I got a brother in the Legion."

"Well, that's fate for you."

"Tell me what you wanna know."

"A journalist's been kidnapped and I need to know right now where they're holding her."

"Take me to the hospital for my arm, then gimme a few hours and I'll see what I can do. But I want three times that amount."

"Sure. This is just an advance."

The three police cars shot through the city like rockets. All the agents on board were armed with submachine guns, stun grenades, automatic pistols and body armour. Two snipers were armed with automatic rifles and infrared telescopic sights.

Malbrunot and Weill were together in the second vehicle. It was just past midnight and the Inspector was giving the final orders to his men.

Eric Matton had given them the address of a criminal den where Arlette might be prisoner.

"Into action only on my command."

Malbrunot obsessively went over the stages of the raid. On arrival, two men went straight to the entrance, with the Inspector ordering total silence - not a sound to avoid tipping off the kidnappers. He turned to the other agents.

"Shoot only if absolutely necessary - our aim is to save the prisoner."

They found themselves in the Bronx of Paris. There, even the police entered with trepidation. The alleyway was dark and narrow, and stank of urine, an open-air toilet.

When all the agents were in position, Malbrunot and Weill went cautiously into the abandoned building. Escorted by four agents armed to the teeth, they headed for the cellar. They pushed open the first door, which screeched noisily - everyone held their breath. In the deathly silence which followed, they opened two more doors, but saw nothing except giant rats scurrying about. They finally reached the last door. It was locked so they broke it down. The room was empty.

Tense and seriously disappointed, they searched the stinking, rat-infested hole in search of some useful clue. It was clear that someone had been held prisoner in the room - there were remains of food on the floor and an improvised toilet in one corner. By then, though, there was nobody anymore.

