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The Publisher

To all my colleagues and childhood friends, with affection

But the Seine couldn't care less

Without the vaguest thought

It really enjoys itself

Day and night

And heads towards Le Havre

It goes towards the sea

Passing like a dream

Through the mysteries

And the misery of Paris

(From Song of the Seine

by Jacques Prévert)

An ending to begin with

Paris, the start of the Third Millenium

The sky was overcast and a fine, insistent rain gave the day an even sadder air than it already had. The city itself was crying for the violent death of Christian Cherell, editor. Or rather, "The Publisher": everyone called him that, friends and enemies alike, as a mark of respect for the most influential, troublesome and feared player in the world of French information.

The top State functionaries were already gathered in Notre Dame, Ile St. Louis, for the ritual of the final adieu. The police were hard stretched to hold back the mass of people gathered to witness the ceremony, all fascinated by the early, mysterious death of a man who, from nothing, had risen swiftly to become one of the richest and most powerful entrepreneurs in the capital.

His body, naked on a bed, hands and feet tied, head in a plastic bag and back scored by uncountable beatings, had been found by his butler on the day he would have closed the most clamorous affaire of his time, taking over the majority of shares in the most prestigious commercial bank in France.

The pages of the main Parisian dailies suggested that the means by which such a delicate, risky financial deal was being conducted might have been connected to rather murky circles, allegations fed by Cherell's well-known friendship with a character of questionable repute, a man of Italian origin, met long before his assault on the world of publishing.

Chief Inspector Ronan Malbrunot had placed twenty or so of his men at strategic points in the basilica with the job of filming the participants, on the lookout for suspicious faces or unfamiliar characters to investigate.

The coffin lay at the foot of the altar, covered in splendid flowers. Along the right side of the basilica, all the authorities were gathered, while on the left were his wife Michelle and their three children: the teenager Claudine, Daniel, twelve years old, and the youngest, Eric, just nine. Even though they had been separated, Michelle and Christian had never divorced, since he had never wanted to put his children, still so young, through such an ordeal.

Behind them were sitting their stepmother, Yvette, accompanied by Anna Papadopulos, Christian's protégé, and three friends from schooldays.

André Desnoyer, elegant as ever, blue-blooded, was a landowner who produced vintage wines exported worldwide; Dominique Barilly, blond, with an athletic physique, a notable tennis player and plastic surgeon, had inherited five clinics in the main European capitals from his father and a bachelor uncle; René Cenac, red-haired, fanatical about Italian fashion, always dressed in Armani or Versace, was the oldest child of the most important building constructor in Paris and considered to be among the most famous managers in France.

At Cenac's side was Arlette Lichtenberg, a fascinating woman with a long tawny mane of hair, a journalist of Jewish origin, daughter of one of the best-known notaries of the capital. She had always been Christian's alter ego. Then there was Alessandro Lanzi, from a noble family in Palermo, another landowner, financial expert and owner of one of Europe's most luxurious chains of hotels. The group was rounded off by some people very close to Christian: Giuseppe Scavone, a restaurateur friend, Elise Bricout, a childhood friend, and the noted banker from Monaco Pierre Louis Hubert, with his son David.

While the church was filling up, there appeared from one of the furthest aisles the figure of a woman in black, strikingly beautiful, with a superb physique and splendid eyes which expressed all the sorrows of the world. She came forward, a black orchid in her hand. Nobody knew who she was, apart from Christian's closest friends, who recognized in her gaze all the love that Vagabond had given him.

The woman laid the flower on the coffin. It only took a moment and then she was gone.

The church was in a state of evident agitation. Journalists hassled people for interviews, or some comment, photographers immortalized the stars of the show, blasting the basilica with flashes, camera operators chose their spot for filming, all in search of anyone who had known Cherell in person or had passed a moment of their lives with him.

All Paris was present. Everyone was there, except her : Clementina Rota, the psychologist of Italian origin who had led him to feel love once more, but also the deep pain of abandonment.

When the bishop, Monsignor Brechard, came in, an almost palpable silence fell over the basilica. Torrents of praise for the Editor flowed through the ceremony. In his sermon, the bishop, an old family friend, expressed his disdain for those responsible for the crime, concluding with a warning for a society thirsty for power and money, driven only by selfishness.

Desnoyer, Barilly, Cenac and Lanzi stood up, surrounded the coffin, raised it and carried it on their shoulders out of the basilica. Their solemn progress towards the exit was measured and authoritative, almost regal, and the crowd seemed to bow as one as they passed. The photographers' flashes brought life back where it seemed to have stopped in honour of Christian.

The clouds had cleared. The four men laid the coffin on the hearse, which moved off slowly towards their friend's final resting place.

The next day

The sunlight revitalised the red and yellow shades of the Parisian fall. It seemed as though everything had returned to normal, but in the centres of power, all the talk was about the accusations Christian's group had launched through their publications against the French Islamic community and certain obliging politicians, charged with having accepted fistfuls of money for favouring the "Eurabia" project, a crazy expansionist plan by Muslim fundamentalists which aimed at a silent, creeping occupation of the Old World. The supremacy that the group captained by Cherell had acquired through the takeover of the Société Internationale Bank had politicians of all ranks trembling, knowing full well that only death could silence a voice all Paris recognised as incorruptible.

In the meantime, in the offices of the notary Pascal Bussière on the Bois de Boulogne, Christian's relatives and friends were gathered for the reading of his will. Knowing that his hour might soon have arrived, Christian had seen to the drafting of various letters to his loved ones, expressing himself so movingly that those present fought to hold back their tears.

His estate was to be divided in equal parts among the three children and his wife.

All as expected. Or nearly.

"To you, Michelle, I also entrust something of much greater value to me than my money: my memoirs, the result of years and years of uninterrupted, secret dialogue between myself and the blank page. I ask you not to make them public for at least five years. Then, should you wish, you can divulge them and even give them to the press, if you see fit."

With these words, the notary drew an enormous envelope from his desk, extracted a bulky package and handed it to the widow. Michelle took it and hugged it to her chest.

From the same drawer, the notary drew a letter addressed to Christian's friends.

In it, he asked René to take over his group, all the documents having already been signed. First of all, having consulted the banker Pierre Louis Hubert, he recommended that all the industrial interests the bank had in its portfolio be sold. Christian had made sufficient funds available to buy back the shares in his, and their, group, shares which had been raked back from their adversaries with the aim of wiping them from the country's economic scene.

Following this, they were to sell the "Société Internationale" to the highest bidder: thus, the return on the investment value would be at least double. With the proceeds, they were first of all to give back the sum lent by Lanzi to complete the financial operation, an enormous sum of dubious origin, of which only he knew the source.

The notary read the last lines: "My friends, be careful. What happened to me could happen to any of you. I've put the detective Michel Weill in charge of your protection: he is an ex-legionnaire, a great expert in martial arts, but above all, a dear family friend who has my absolute trust. He'll help you shed light on the instigators and perpetrators of my death."

Yes, for a long time Christian had been afraid of being killed. He had known fine well that he was a walking target, since his publishing group had touched subjects so hot as to have left burnt earth around him. He had also understood to perfection the plans of those who were preparing to attack his company and the people close to him, understood them so well that nobody could follow them through. And the financial counter-attack that the Editor and his friends had launched was so effective and surprising that their enemies' reaction could not have been anything other than blind, limitless rage, even to the point of exploding into murder.

Bussière had not finished yet: there was a final envelope, which he opened with his customary solemn composure. Christian had nominated Arlette Lichtenberg plenipotentiary president of the whole publishing group. "Dear Arlette, right now you're probably scared and not grateful to me, but with time you'll understand how right I was about your abilities and aspirations, which you haven't admitted even to yourself."

Arlette bowed her head.

The atmosphere in the room was charged with negative energy, anger and sorrow were etched into everyone's faces - a chapter of their lives had finished tragically, a new one full of risks was beginning.

Christian had fearlessly exposed himself for all of them, since for him, friendship had such a high value that defending it was worth any risk. Even that of death.

Who was my father?

Everything had been said. The friends gathered round Michelle, guaranteeing her protection for her children and renewing their commitment to ensuring that Christian's last wishes would be respected. "Yes, yes…" she repeated automatically. She was tired, all she wanted at that moment was to be at home. A home that was now hers alone.

As if he had read her mind and was obeying her orders with speed and gentleness, the chauffeur drove swiftly but smoothly through the city traffic while she reclined on the back seat with her eyes closed.

The entrance hall of the villa, which she had always appreciated for its vast, airy space, seemed for the first time cold and absurdly empty. She decided to go straight up to the bedroom - she needed to lie down. First, however, she took her husband's memoirs from her bag and closed them temporarily in the safe. She would read them the next day and then leave them in the bank, in the safety deposit box.

As she was stepping into the shower, the phone rang. It was Valérie Noth, the director of her London fashion house, demanding her presence for the arrival of two important Japanese clients with whom they had an important deal to close, left unfinished for too long. "I know it's a difficult moment, Michelle, but your presence is in-dis-pen-sable…". Well okay, it's better this way. After all, Michelle needed nothing more than a good reason not to think about Christian, about that red, lacerated back.

The next morning she rose early, went downstairs to leave instructions with the butler, called her children together to tell them about her visit to London, and said goodbye with the promise of an early return the next day.

From the moment that packet had appeared in the notary's office, Claudine had thought of nothing else - the chance to read her father's spiritual will was what she most desired in the world. This occasion that fate had so unexpectedly offered her was not to be missed.

She went up to her mother's room, to the safe, and dialled the combination, remembered from previous occasions when she had been spying as it was opened. She took out the manuscript and, having told the servants that she would not eat lunch and did not wish to be disturbed, locked herself in her room.

Her emotions were overwhelming: the dossier contained three hundred pages, forbidden to her and therefore all the more fascinating. She was sure she would find lots of thrilling secrets about her father's life. But what was most urgent was to understand who he really was, where he had come from, and why Paris had praised, feared and finally killed him.

Claudine turned to the first page with trembling hands.

