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            CHAPTER ONE


            Rome – Wednesday 2 February 1661, nightfall


         


         THE bells of the Château Saint-Ange were ringing out for all they were worth, announcing the evening service. A silhouetted figure hurried along the wall of the southern tower as if trying to escape the din, then crossed towards the Tiber and disappeared down the stairway which led to the riverbank. Buffeted by gusts of wind and squalls of cold rain, the shadowy willows growing against the wall now covered it almost entirely. François d’Orbay let go of the folds of his rain-soaked grey cloak. He paused for a second at the bottom of the steps, allowing his eyes sufficient time to become accustomed to the half-light, then pulled down his hood to protect his head and started walking again, along the overgrown riverbank. The boat was waiting for him, moored to a ring. Without a word, d’Orbay nodded a greeting to the boatman and jumped on board. The boatman leant across and pushed the boat away from the wall, then took the oars while his passenger settled himself on a wooden plank wedged across the stern. Borne along by the current, the boat made good progress, the boatman’s skill keeping it close to the quayside, and almost invisible from the riverbank.


         As they were passing Ponte Mazzini, the boatman suddenly lifted his right oar, causing the boat to lurch towards the opposite bank. The boat picked up speed in the current and was heading swiftly for the wall when, at the last moment, the boatman swung it sideways against a stone outcrop just beneath the surface of the water. The hull scraped along the quayside and the boat came to a sudden halt.


         Plunging his hands into the water, the boatman grabbed hold of a rope and fixed a copper snap hook to it. He signalled to his passenger to duck down.


         Guided by the cable, the boat entered a tunnel where there was barely a finger’s depth of water beneath the hull. Stretched out in the boat,d’Orbaygazedupatthemossy,vaultedroof,pressingthehood of his cape over his face to protect himself from the stench of sewers that caught in his throat.


          


         As the darkness grew more complete, the boat slowed down. The boatman’s voice echoed in the tunnel:


         ‘We are almost there, sir.’


         D’Orbay did not reply; he was too busy trying to focus on the glimmer of light which had appeared in front of the boat. The air became lighter as the tunnel broadened out.


         He could make out five torches mounted on the wall, and opposite them a quay of white stone with a staircase leading upwards. Leaving his guide there, d’Orbay jumped out of the boat. He walked swiftly, his boots echoing on the stone floor.


         Before long he detected the muffled sounds of a conversation. A moment later, pushing aside a heavy curtain of dark velvet, he entered a room whose rich decorations contrasted strongly with the bare underground passageway he had just come through. The bare, damp stone gave way to panelling in precious woods, adorned with paintings and decorated with two large Venetian mirrors reflecting the pale light from the candles.


         François d’Orbay let out a sigh of satisfaction as he saw the smiles of the six men present, who had fallen silent as he made his appearance. Six of the fourteen, he thought as he passed across the stone threshold. Six who have come from England, Spain, Italy, Austria and Poland.


         They were seated in large, black-leather armchairs, all identical but one, whose back was crowned with a gilded wooden sun, and whose arms extended to form the claws of a griffon. Five plus one, thought d’Orbay, gazing at its occupant with a mixture of affection and respect. Giacomo Del Sarto, a faithful friend and a doctor who was capable of miracles. Giacomo Del Sarto, the great and mysterious master …


         ‘I am happy to see you again, Giacomo.’


         The tall, thin man he had just addressed did not answer, but signalled to him to sit down. Taking off his cloak, d’Orbay threw it onto a chair and came forward to greet each of his fellow guests.


         ‘A thousand pardons for my lateness, my friends. The journey was not entirely without incident.’


         Still without a word, Giacomo gestured that this mattered little, then leant forward to pluck the starched cover from the round table before them. Once this was removed, the marble table revealed at its centre a mosaic motif, featuring the same sun surrounded by fourteen interlinked arches.


         ‘Now that our Brother from Paris has arrived, I propose that we get straight to the point. Some of you are no doubt wondering why I have summoned this extraordinary assembly. Would you enlighten us, François?’ he added, turning to d’Orbay.


         ‘Our information regarding Mazarin’s health has been confirmed,’ he replied. ‘This time he really is mortally ill. No matter that his mages predict a prompt recovery; he is close to death, even if he is Chief Minister. The rats are already busying themselves behind the scenes, and Paris is buzzing with talk of his succession, in both financial and political terms. After an unofficial thirty-year reign, Mazarin is at last resolved to die. His henchman, Colbert, is plotting in secret to conceal the origins of the old scoundrel’s fortune to endow him with some semblance of honesty … But that is not the key issue. What matters is that this can serve our plans: the King’s youth, the end of an era, the unclenching of Mazarin’s iron fist, all provide us with an exceptional opportunity which may not recur for a very long time. We must therefore take advantage of it.’


         D’Orbay paused, struck by a sudden thought. His gaze drifted over the dark wood walls, then stopped at one of the enormous mirrors, as if confronting his own reflection had jolted him back to what he was saying.


         ‘We would of course have preferred less upheaval, but I am confident we will succeed. We must simply ensure that people are not stirred up too much. The recent failure of the revolution that brought down the monarchy in England and the restoration of Charles II to his father’s throne mean that things may get out of control. The new King will doubtless wish to avenge his father and track down those who condemned him to death. Those of our Brothers who were involved in that affair believe they were advancing our cause, but now the whole edifice lies in ruins. For the moment that matters little. All that does matter is that this unfortunate failure should not compromise our plans in France.’


         One of the participants slid forward in his chair and signalled that he would like to ask a question. With a nod, Giacomo invited him to speak.


         ‘But is it not said that in Paris the rebels are becoming restless?’


         D’Orbay frowned.


         ‘I don’t believe that for a moment. What do you think stirs the hearts of ordinary people as the Kingdom of France is in the process of changing its master? Why, the theatre, my friends: all of Paris speculates upon the fate of a new play by Monsieur Molière, who is inaugurating the Palais-Royal theatre and has promised a drama to prove his genius! A Chief Minister is dying, yet people are interested only in counting the supporters and detractors of an entertainer … Incidentally, I shall take advantage of my presence in Rome to meet one of the former leaders of the Fronde, the exiled Archbishop of Paris, Paul de Gondi. I can easily gain access to him and will try to find out what his former friends and co-conspirators are planning.’


         A man with a strong Spanish accent, who had remained silent up to this point, now spoke.


         ‘All the same, should we not fear lest the young King of France seek to increase his personal power as he contemplates his English cousin?’


         D’Orbay stood up with a sigh. The wooden floor creaked beneath his riding boots. He paused before a chessboard that lay on a small mahogany gaming table and distractedly picked up an alabaster pawn, rolling it between his fingers.


         ‘Everything is possible where crowned heads are involved … Young Louis, however, thinks more of ladies, hunting and music than of power – at least he has until now. He hates only conspiracies and traitors. It is up to us to avoid appearing in either of those roles.’


         Replacing the pawn, d’Orbay walked back and stood behind his chair. In the flickering light of the chandeliers, his wet hair, tied back with a velvet ribbon, seemed blacker than jet. Trying to mask his impatience, he waited a moment before continuing:


         ‘In any event, my Brothers, we no longer have a choice. Mazarin’s death throes do not leave us enough time to turn back. In fact they dictate that matters must be hastened.’


         His voice grew more solemn.


         ‘We cannot risk allowing this opportunity to slip by, nor can we allow any possible public disturbances to undermine us. This is what has prompted my hurried journey from France and our meeting. I ask your pardon for not consulting any of you in advance, but we have seen too many couriers eliminated and too many secret codes broken to entrust any more serious announcements to messengers.’


         D’Orbay sat down in his chair, clasped his hands for a moment, then laid them flat on his thighs as he scanned the faces turned towards him and attempted to decipher his companions’ thoughts. In the silence a servant entered, drawing aside another hanging which concealed a double door. Without a word, he offered his tray of wine glasses to each man, acknowledging them all with a brief nod. D’Orbay watched him leave, his work done, then turned back to the six men seated around him.


         All right, he thought, taking a deep breath, the time has come:


         ‘My friends, as our rule demands I have come to request your authorisation for our Brotherhood to transfer the Secret which we guard to the place where we will act …’


         The Spaniard cut in once again:


         ‘Transferring the Secret is one thing. But what of the key that enables its revelation, the key we have been seeking for so many years? What will happen if we do not find it in time? England has shown us the risks involved when action is taken without it … Would it not be better to delay a while longer?’


         For a moment, silence fell over the little gathering as its members eyed each other. The only sound was the sputtering of a candle as it was going out. Its flickering light emphasised the Grand Master’s hollow features, accentuating the impression of fragility which emanated from his frame.


         With a sombre expression, François d’Orbay suppressed an ill-tempered gesture.


         ‘My friends, our Brotherhood has known of the existence of the Secret for more than five hundred years. We possess the manuscript in which it is hidden. Only the means to reveal it to the world slipped through our fingers fifteen years ago, and continues to elude us. If we possessed it, we would be able to convince the King of the legitimacy of our action. That is why we must make every effort to rediscover the key, right up to the last moment. Indeed, that is why the transfer of the coded manuscript from Rome to France is so vital.’


         His voice became more impassioned.


         ‘But even if fate were to deny us that achievement, I am nevertheless certain that we should not draw back. As I have told you, such an opportunity may not come again. The King is still young; he is malleable, and destabilised by the imminent loss of his mentor. He trusts the man we have chosen to further our cause.’


         He paused for a moment to judge the effect of his words.


         ‘Throughout all these years, step by step, we have established the conditions for our victory, my Brothers. To delay would be madness: believe me, our Brother Nicolas Fouquet can make the Truth prevail.’


         In the profound silence that followed his speech, these last words resounded with the solemn emphasis of a ritual chant:


         ‘Do I have your consent, my Brothers?’


         As though summoned by some silent command, a servant appeared, this time carrying a wooden urn with a round hole in it. He placed it on the table and opened a hidden drawer at the base of the urn. From it he took a leather bag, untied its strings and emptied its contents onto a small silver tray. Black and white wooden balls rolled onto the metal with a dull clatter.


         The servant went round the gathering, presenting the tray to the seven men so that they could each take one white ball and one black. One by one, each man came forward to the urn and placed inside it one of the balls hidden in his hand. Then Giacomo had the urn brought over to him and opened it, slowly taking out the balls, one at a time. This done, he invited the others to observe the result of the vote. Seven identical white balls lay in a line on the mosaic of the sun.


         ‘So be it,’ murmured François d’Orbay. ‘The die is cast.’


      


   









   

      


         

            CHAPTER TWO


            Paris, Mazarin’s palace – the morning of Sunday 6 February


         


         TOUSSAINT Roze had been poring over the documents before him for more than two hours. Seated in the armchair given to him by the Queen’s mother, Anne of Austria, Jules Mazarin’s private secretary had slid out the fine inlaid shelf of the imposing writing desk which stood against the wall, its back towards the window of the Chief Minister’s private office. This item of furniture had a secret compartment and had been specially made in Milan a few years earlier. With unfeigned pleasure, Roze had just extracted from it a large, dark-red leather case, stamped with the Cardinal’s arms. He caught himself admiring the quality of the leather and the finely worked steel clasp. Why has His Eminence asked me to bring him these papers as a matter of urgency? he wondered as he caressed the age-smoothed cover of the magnificent document case. He wondered all the more since, as far as he could recall, and despite being a devoted colleague, he had practically never had access to this desk. The rumours about the Chief Minister’s illness went round and round in his mind, like an obsessive litany.


         All was calm this cold morning in Mazarin’s private apartments – almost more so than usual. Currently the owner preferred to occupy his private rooms in the Louvre, and the servants had for the most part left to join their master or were taking advantage of a day’s freedom. Eventually the fires had even gone out in the fireplaces. Was it the cold of these early February days or exhaustion from performing a fastidious task which made Toussaint Roze shiver as he returned to his work?


         Concentrated as he was on reading the parchments, the good secretary – who, it must be said, had become a little deaf over the years – did not hear the men who had just entered the hallway of the apartment.


         There were five of them, wearing brown leather eye-masks and swathed in voluminous black capes. Having silently closed the oak double doors to the great staircase that led up from the library, they stealthily crossed the room, one behind the other.


         Down below in his office, Étienne Baluze, His Eminence’s personal librarian, was finishing off a memorandum to his employer that gave an account of his first few weeks of work. The sound of visitors to the neighbouring library had interrupted him in his task several times. The young man was not yet accustomed to this busy day of the week. Moreover, he did not understand why the Cardinal wished to open up his collection once a week to learned Parisians. With a gesture of annoyance, he ran his hand through the thick blond hair which made him such a success with young women, and gave him the look of an angel worthy of the Italian painters whose works filled the Cardinal’s collection.


          


         ‘Help! Fire! Sound the alert!’


         These shouts mingled with the racket of falling chairs and running feet that came from the other side of the internal wall. Étienne Baluze scarcely had time to stand up before thick smoke began to filter underneath his door.


         As he entered the great reading room, the librarian saw at once the extent of the conflagration. The smoke made it almost impossible to see the other end of the room. Stunned, he watched as flames licked at a whole row of bookshelves.


         ‘Quickly, water … We must have water!’ shouted the young man, who seemed not to notice the crowd of people jostling each other in their haste to get outside and escape the flames.


         Suddenly, with a terrible crashing sound, one entire wall of the library collapsed into the room, inducing panic in those fleeing. Étienne Baluze’s only thought now was to save the fabulous library.


         The young librarian struggled to gather his wits. Suddenly it struck him that he could save at least some of the most precious works from destruction if he organised a human chain between the well in the courtyard and the library, where flames danced ever higher.


         ‘Buckets! Go and fetch all the buckets you can find!’ Étienne Baluze shouted to the Cardinal’s guards, who had seen the smoke and rushed to the door of the great room.


          


         At that moment, puzzled by the noise, Toussaint Roze looked up from his reading. His cry was stifled by the gag stuffed into his mouth by one of the men in black.


         ‘Tie him up securely,’ said the man, his tall frame towering over the poor private secretary. ‘If need be, knock him out! And search the apartment – there may be other people here. Time is pressing.’


         Terrified, Toussaint Roze felt his blood turn to ice as the man’s strange eyes – one green, the other brown – rested on him.


         While his accomplices dispersed throughout the apartments, the leader of the band began to force open the drawers of the imposing Italian desk. Armed with an iron bar, the attacker cared little for the damage he did to the precious wood veneer covering the desk. Like an automaton, he stuffed all the papers filed that morning by Toussaint Roze into a bag hidden beneath his cape. Roze saw with alarm that smoke was now pouring into the apartments from the floor below.


         Just then the office door opened and one of the Cardinal’s guards entered. The soldier, who had run upstairs to alert the secretary, froze for a moment, petrified by the sight of overturned furniture and the alarming appearance of the intruders. Caught unawares by this unexpected interruption, they stood rooted to the spot, pausing in their search.


         ‘Guards! Over here! Guards …’ was all the soldier had time to cry out.


         Without another word, he collapsed heavily onto the ornate round carpet that covered the middle of the floor, a dagger between his shoulder blades. The assassin – the smallest of the intruders – stood proudly in the doorway, legs apart and hands on hips.


         ‘Thank you, Le Jeune,’ said the man with mismatched eyes, as he went on opening the drawers one by one and emptying their contents into his large linen sack.


         ‘It was nothing. The Almighty is protecting us. He guided my hand.’ The voice was that of a child, but emerged from the mouth of the individual who had just killed the guard with such incredible precision.


         At these words, Toussaint Roze lost consciousness.


         ‘We must go,’ said the leader to his men, gathered once more in Mazarin’s office. ‘We shall take advantage of the confusion to leave the same way we entered. Do not forget to remove your masks as you go down, and turn up the collars of your capes, so that you do not stand out too much in the chaos downstairs.’


         Without so much as a glance at Toussaint Roze, who was deathly white and still unconscious, the men in black turned to leave the private apartments and headed down the stairs. But they had scarcely reached the foot of the staircase when they ran into the Cardinal’s guards who had formed a human chain and were passing buckets of water from hand to hand. Looking up, the captain of the guard realised that the intruders were emerging from His Eminence’s apartments, to which entry was forbidden. Dropping his bucket, he instinctively reached for his sword and unsheathed it.


         ‘Back the way we came,’ ordered the intruders’ leader as he hurried back up the stairs, followed closely by his four accomplices.


         ‘Guards! Follow me!’ barked the captain, ready to rush off in hot pursuit of the fugitives.


         ‘Do not move! I order you not to move! The fire! We must put this fire out …’ panted Étienne Baluze. ‘Continue, I beg you! The Cardinal would never forgive us!’


         Complete confusion reigned in the corridor. The guards just stood there, no longer sure whom to obey.


         ‘Three men, come with me! The rest of you, stay and put out this damned fire,’ said the captain, realising that he could not simply abandon the librarian.


         But these contradictory orders had given the black-clad intruders a significant start. Without wasting a second they had rushed upstairs, towards the rooftops.


         The clock in the tower of the new church of Saint-Roch a few streets away was striking twelve as the five fugitives emerged onto the roof of Mazarin’s palace.


         ‘Le Jeune … where is Le Jeune?’ demanded the leader of the band as he ran, his men making relatively swift progress despite the danger and the height.


         Suddenly, the face of the young lad they had outpaced appeared behind them. They slowed down to enable him to catch up. Without a word, he showed them the bulging purse he had casually removed from Toussaint Roze’s pocket.


         ‘I found this too,’ he said, brandishing the dark-red leather document case. ‘It was lying at the old fellow’s feet.’


         Pleased with his young recruit’s boldness, the leader signalled to his companions to make haste and follow him.


         ‘We must hurry. Watch out for the frost, the roof is slippery. We’ll go through the Palais-Royal theatre and disappear from sight as we head down towards the Seine. Hurry,’ he added, turning towards the distant skylight, a stone’s throw away, through which they had hauled themselves onto the roof. ‘I can hear the guards.’


         The captain’s imposing silhouette appeared at that moment, followed rather more clumsily by three soldiers. Managing to maintain their lead, the black-clad men reached a spot above the theatre and began to look for a way down into the building. A terrible crash of breaking glass stopped them in their tracks. Le Jeune had suddenly disappeared through a pane of glass he had inadvertently trodden or perhaps slipped on, having lost his footing on the frozen roof. Leaning over the gaping hole, the leader of the band saw the boy’s broken body lying directly below, right in the middle of the large stage of His Majesty’s new theatre.


         ‘Hurry, we cannot do anything for him. God has him in his keeping,’ he added, crossing himself. ‘He has returned to the true Kingdom.’


         Without further ceremony, the man with the strange eyes motioned to the group to advance and head in the direction he was indicating. Before the eyes of the pursuing guards, they vanished into the darkness of the theatre’s attics.


         As his accomplices successfully made their escape, the young boy dragged himself towards the edge of the stage onto which he had crashed, his body racked with pain. With one final effort, he found the strength to reach inside his shirt and take out the red leather case he had pinched a few minutes earlier. Gasping for breath and twisted in agony, the boy pushed it to the bottom of the well where the prompter usually sat. Exhausted, he let his head fall back into the pool of blood which was now spreading out across the floorboards of the stage, like a sinister extension of the half-drawn purple curtain.


         At that moment, intrigued by the noise, the theatre concierge entered the auditorium. All he saw was the boy’s clenched hand falling back onto the apron of the stage. Horrified, the old man rushed into the wings to fetch help.


         ‘Molière,’ he yelled, ‘Molière, come quickly!’


      


   









   

      


         

            CHAPTER THREE


            Palais du Louvre – Sunday 6 February, two o’clock in the afternoon


         


         THE curtains were drawn and all candles snuffed out with the exception of two nightlights positioned on either side of the sick man’s bed. The massive fire-guard was in place, blocking out everything but a faint red glow from the burning coals. All the furniture in the room was of dark wood. The scene in Cardinal Mazarin’s bedchamber had been expertly contrived to remind the few permitted visitors that a man was dying here, and a man of great power at that. The majestic silence was disturbed only by the sick man’s irregular breathing and the muffled footsteps of the servant who came at regular intervals to check if His Eminence required anything.


         Motionless and propped up on a mountain of pillows, the most powerful man in France, the King’s godfather, a minister whose orders were never questioned, appeared to be dozing. All that could be seen of him was his gaunt face, its waxen complexion topped by a Cardinal’s red hat and encircled by a crown of white hair, and his hands which lay on the sheets, emerging from the lacy sleeves of an immaculate white shirt.


         ‘My books,’ he murmured. ‘My books, my papers, just imagine the stench of fire on my books!’ he went on in a tired voice curiously tinged with emotion. His hand flapped helplessly. ‘And my paintings, Bellini’s Virgin, the Raphael which arrived last month from Rome … Have they at least been accounted for?’


         In the ambient silence came a whispered reply:


         ‘Not all of them, Monseigneur. But I am attending to it.’


         The breathy voice emanated from a shape hunched on a chair which had been squeezed between two large chests, to the left of the canopied bed. The small, thin man, whose short arms ended in bony hands that looked like claws, melded so intimately with the atmosphere of the place that he was all but invisible. Dressed in a curious suit of ecclesiastical appearance, he was pale-skinned with high cheekbones and a firm chin beneath narrow lips that were pressed together in an expression of contempt. He sat with his hands on his knees, clutching a bundle of documents. His protruding eyes darted towards Mazarin in a look that seemed to express all the tension he was feeling.


         ‘The paintings have been saved, Your Eminence. One frame has some heat damage, but the canvas is intact.’


         ‘Approach, Colbert …’


         In a single bound the little man was on his feet and bending humbly over the invalid, his head slightly to one side, silent …


         ‘Was I asleep for long?’


         ‘No, Monseigneur,’ replied the Cardinal’s shadowy advisor. ‘A few hours have passed since you wished to rest after news of the fire.’


         ‘What has been said about my condition?’


         ‘The truth, Monseigneur: that you are resting.’


         The Chief Minister of France gestured in irritation:


         ‘I am not deceived by the hypocritical airs of courtiers, nor by the grand words of doctors.’


         He fell silent for a moment, his eyes closed; then he spoke again, this time more softly:


         ‘The former have long since dreamt of burying me, and the latter are afraid to tell me the truth … Simoni, my astrologer – bring him to me, Colbert. I have no illusions. I want to know how much time I have left. People say I am ill – what of it! They write about it in lampoons, they make up songs, they draw up far-fetched plans: children’s games, all of it. What matters is that for the moment we are in control. Have you read that fable by La Fontaine about the dairymaid and the milk jug, which Fouquet had me listen to a few days ago for my entertainment? Now there’s a tale my enemies should meditate upon … Did you not keep it, Colbert? I can no longer remember the last verses: can you recall them?’


         At the mention of La Fontaine and Fouquet, Colbert stiffened. However, his voice did not betray him as he answered in a steady, even tone, after a moment’s rummaging amongst his papers.


         ‘Here we are, Monseigneur, these verses are indeed well observed: “Whose mind does not stray/Who does not build castles in Spain/Picrochole, Pyrrhus, the dairymaid, all of us in fact/As many wise men as fools.” Nevertheless, I trust Your Excellency will permit me to express my regret that Monsieur de La Fontaine has not the good taste to limit his irony to these verses, which his protector Nicolas Fouquet abases himself by reading to you.’


         Mazarin raised an eyebrow, demanding an explanation:


         ‘Monseigneur, I have here ten sheets of those filthy lampoons to which you have alluded, and in which we find much of Monsieur de La Fontaine’s verve …’


         Mazarin smiled.


         ‘Come, Colbert, for pity’s sake don’t waste police time on such childish nonsense: what can La Fontaine do if he has talent and is inspired? And do you think that Nicolas Fouquet, Superintendent of His Majesty’s finances, is amused by these games?’


         Annoyed, Colbert rearranged his papers in silence.


         ‘Returning to what matters most, Colbert, what information do you have about the investigation?’


         ‘It seems that the possibility of an accident has been discounted, Monseigneur. I agree, but I have refrained from telling anyone so, and in the city everyone firmly believes that all that accumulated paper was the source of the fire. The populace has little love for books, Monseigneur. The theory is easy to promote and our friends are eager to spread it. They support it with reference to a partial inventory of the works destroyed …’


         This word provoked a moan of distress from Mazarin.


         ‘… Dante, Herodotus, part of the map collection, the section on medicine, Fathers of the Church, astrology …’


         Mazarin raised his hand to interrupt the litany. His head rolled from right to left and he mumbled phrases in unintelligible Italian; Colbert tried to convince himself that they were prayers. He began again, cautiously:


         ‘There is another thing, Monseigneur, which I fear is more serious. It seems that the fire was merely a diversion to mask a theft. The fire was started deliberately. A guard was murdered. Your secretary, Monsieur Roze, was attacked, and it is a miracle that he escaped with his life …’


         The Chief Minister listened in silence. His mouth twisted into a rictus. Colbert thought that his master was in pain, but changed his mind when he heard him speak:


         ‘Who, Colbert?’


         ‘I do not know, Monseigneur, nor do I know why. But I have deployed all my resources and my finest men in order to find out.’


         The little man came closer and lowered his voice.


         ‘Far be it from me to importune Your Eminence, but if I utter the name of Nicolas Fouquet, it is because certain disturbing elements concern him indirectly.’


         Mazarin’s voice became tired and dull.


         ‘Yet again? The facts, Colbert, the facts.’


         ‘We lost track of the assailants in the new Palais-Royal theatre, whose tenant is Monsieur Molière, who – although his troupe bears the fine name of the Théâtre de Monsieur1 and therefore honours His Majesty’s brother – also belongs unofficially to Nicolas Fouquet …’


         Mazarin clasped his white hands with their long, thin fingers and, bringing them close to his face, deliberately emphasised each word.


         ‘Enough of all this suspicion, Colbert, I want clear leads, names. Quickly. What do the witnesses say?’


         ‘That the assailants talked constantly of Our Lord, saying that he holds us in his mercy. In the absence of prisoners, that is all we have. The only man the miserable band left at the scene will not be able to tell us more. He died before we could question him, on the very stage of the theatre where Molière is rehearsing. We couldn’t get anything out of him. He was a child, a beggar no doubt, a member of a secret society such as the Cour des Miracles or the Gueule du Chien. He wore a cross around his neck, however, and an olive-wood chaplet at his waist, which is somewhat unusual amongst beggars, whose only religion is sorcery.’


         Mazarin sighed.


         ‘This suggests something else to me: fuel for the fanatical pyre. Yes, that is possible. Do we have spies in the religious factions we have dissolved?’


         Colbert nodded.


         ‘Activate them. The Jansenists are peaceable, but those … Too bad, they will all pay together. Consider summoning a meeting of the assembly of clergy to regulate this affair officially, and cleanse the churches of the sectarians who are lurking within. But first, intensify your investigation. You have a free hand, Colbert,’ Mazarin added firmly.


         Then, seeing the carnivorous smile which had appeared on his confidant’s face:


         ‘On this specific matter, Colbert, you have a free hand. Right, let us come to the subject of the theft. I want to know everything. I must have precise details if I am to have a clear understanding of these infamies.’


         Colbert breathed deeply but did not answer.


         ‘Well, Colbert?’ demanded Mazarin impatiently.


         ‘The thing is, Monseigneur, there is something even more serious than the fire and that man’s criminal character …’


         Mazarin paled.


         ‘These malefactors, Monseigneur, were not targeting the library, but your own apartments. They entered your apartments,’ he specified when he saw the Chief Minister’s incredulous expression.


         Mazarin grew increasingly angry as he pictured the assailants in his own private rooms, their hands sullying the precious items of furniture he had chosen and accumulated over the years.


         ‘Within my walls!’ he roared. ‘How far did they go? They did not enter my bedchamber, did they?’


         Colbert lowered his eyes.


         ‘Yes they did, Your Eminence. And your office. That is where Roze was when they attacked him.’


         Mazarin’s complexion changed suddenly from pale to deathly white. Alarmed, Colbert thought that the Cardinal had been taken ill, and was about to rise and call for help, but Mazarin indicated that he should remain seated. He recovered his breath.


         ‘Continue. They took papers, did they not?’


         Colbert nodded.


         ‘Which ones? From where?’


         Mazarin was almost shouting.


         ‘There is great disorder, Your Eminence, and we do not yet know everything, particularly as Roze was filing the papers in accordance with the orders you had given him. But they took a number of accounting documents from the two sealed chests which stand against the wall, of that Toussaint Roze is sure. Before he lost consciousness, he also saw them breaking open the inlaid writing desk …’


         Colbert broke off at the Cardinal’s ice-cold sigh.


         ‘He mentioned several folders of correspondence, two of beige leather and another dark red …’


         A long shudder went through the Cardinal’s body.


         ‘And also a few coded files. I have asked him to give us a precise inventory as soon as possible.’


         The Cardinal did not react and lay still for a long time. Then he sat up a little and shook his head gently.


         ‘Who knows about the deaths and the robbery?’


         ‘Roze, four of your most reliable guards, Molière and a few of his actors. There is nothing to worry about there. The former are trustworthy and we have sufficiently frightened the performers with references to matters of State and the prospect of a trip to the Bastille … The premiere of the play is tomorrow, and they would rather keep silent than endanger their show, of that I am sure. Doubtless it will all filter out at some point, but we have a little time before then.’


         ‘Good. Ensure that the troupe also receives a gratuity from me. It can only help to keep their mouths shut. As for the rest, Colbert, leave no stone unturned: this search must be speeded up. I want those papers. Our enemies are many, we know that. They are powerful, all the more so since we do not know who they all are. Nothing must be overlooked, nothing, in the quest for what they have stolen. This is a most perilous time: news of my illness and the robbery itself, these mean that we are no longer safe. Colbert, my interests and therefore yours depend upon the swiftness of our agents. And perhaps a great deal more than that,’ murmured Cardinal Mazarin, looking straight at Colbert.


         Without a word, Colbert got up and bowed low. Then he walked silently to the door. Calm had already returned to the room when, just as he was opening the door, the Cardinal’s voice called him back.


         ‘Colbert!’


         ‘Your Eminence?’


         ‘Go and see Roze, and retrieve the papers from my private desk. Find a totally secure place in which to hide them. Then come back. We must talk again about my will.’


         Colbert bowed again and backed out of the room. As he turned away, he looked preoccupied and extremely agitated.


      


   









   

      


         

            CHAPTER FOUR


            Fausse-Repose Forest – Sunday 6 February, two o’clock in the afternoon


         


         ‘KILL! Kill!’


         The young King, excited by the last moments of the hunt, spurred on his mount. Keeping the white horse on a short rein, he directed it to follow the master huntsman who was striding down the slope of a hollow. The wild boar had mistakenly taken refuge there, chased by the dogs, and the slavering pack crowded round the cornered animal, exhausted after a chase that had lasted several hours. It was backed up against a wall of earth studded with the roots of overhanging trees. First one then another of the most foolhardy dogs were dealt violent blows as the beast swung its head right and left. As they fell several metres away, their bellies ripped open and their bodies broken by the boar’s razor-sharp tusks, their moans were drowned out by the hoarse barking of other dogs, maddened by the blood. In one movement Louis XIV dismounted and pushed his steed away with a slap to the chest. Three of his companions waited anxiously to see what risks the King was willing to take. The master huntsman came back towards them. Smiling, the King simply stretched out his hand. The man bowed and, holding his large hunting knife by the blade, placed it in the King’s palm. Then he withdrew, head still bowed, overwhelmed by the favour the sovereign had just bestowed upon him by deciding to kill the beast with his weapon.


         The King unfastened his cape, revealing the leather baldrick that protected his chest.


         ‘Come, Messieurs,’ he said to the men surrounding him, ‘let us see what the pig has in its belly.’


         Thus armed, and followed by men with spears and two others carrying muskets, the King took a few steps forward beneath the cover of frozen branches.


         ‘Take care, Sire, the ground is covered in frost.’


         The King smiled disdainfully.


         ‘Don’t worry, Monsieur d’Artagnan. I may not have sea legs, but I have no problem in the woods of Versailles.’


         The wild boar trembled all over, worn out after being harried by the dogs who were now almost touching it, and whose teeth had streaked its bristly pelt with red.


         Louis stopped and took a deep breath, smelling the air. The odour of wet foliage and blood seemed enhanced by the cold. The King of France was covered in mud up to his waist, clad and booted in leather; he was bare-headed, his hair tied back by a thick velvet ribbon, and sweat mingled with the earth on his face. But despite his small stature and stiff, upright stance, he exuded a mixture of hauteur and passion.


          


         The image of another hunt came back to him. A small boy, four years old, escaped the hand of the musketeer who was looking after him and ran towards his father with a smile of wonderment, his blond curls flying behind him in the cold morning air, his eyes swollen from too little sleep; a small boy whose heart was filled with a mixture of terror and joy as he saw his father wiping his knife, soiled with dark, almost black blood, on the stag’s chest. The clearing resembled those the hunt had just galloped through. The trees were the same, just fifteen years younger.


         They had travelled back at a leisurely pace, the boy seated against the pommel of his father’s saddle, his face pressed into his glove, which smelt strongly of animals, sweat and blood. He had fallen asleep, only to reawaken on a bench in the hunting lodge to the sound of laughter and loud voices, including that of the Duc d’Épernon which boomed like a drum. On his return, his governess had washed him thoroughly, exclaiming loudly at the sight of the red stains on his little doublet and scarf, which served him as a belt, and even in his hair. And he had laughed as he watched the water flowing over the earthenware of the bathtub, red against its immaculate white.


         Versailles was still here, its woods, its smells, the house where the soul of his father dwelt, far from the madness of the city, the hatred of Paris and its populace. Versailles was still here, like a promise to be fulfilled …


          


         ‘Sire, a message from the Louvre.’


         Jolted from his reverie, the King glanced disdainfully at the blue uniform marked with a musketeer’s cross which had appeared at his side. Then his gaze lighted on the sealed message the man was proffering, as he knelt on one knee before him. Without a word, his jaw clenched in anger, the King signalled to his companion to take the message.


         D’Artagnan looked furiously at the messenger, who vanished as quickly as he had come.


         ‘The order came from the Cardinal’s house, Sire, and the bearer gave the password which grants safe conduct to Your Majesty without delay …’ explained the master of the royal hounds who had organised the day, and to whom the messenger had been brought.


         ‘I imagine he did,’ the King retorted, ‘and I hope the sender has not in any way abused that privilege.’


         The King glanced again at the continuing death agonies of the wild beast, then turned back to the captain of his guard:


         ‘So, Monsieur d’Artagnan, what kind of problem is it that demands my immediate attention?’


         The sarcasm died in his voice when he saw the look on d’Artagnan’s face.


         ‘Sire,’ he replied, replacing his knife in the holster on his hip, ‘I fear …’


         ‘Do not fear, Monsieur, say.’


         ‘A fire has just occurred, Sire, which has ravaged Mazarin’s palace. The smoke has blackened the Louvre right up to the windows. There have been several wounded, perhaps some dead.’


         The King turned pale.


         ‘The Cardinal …’


         ‘… is in as good health as the fatigue of recent days allows him to be. His Eminence was not present at the time …’


         The King cut him short with a wave of his hand and summoned the valet who was holding his cloak. Then he threw the knife to the ground, much to the regret of the master huntsman, who saw his glory fade before his very eyes.


         ‘We must go, Messieurs,’ said the King. ‘Prepare the carriages with all speed.’


         The King and his companions remounted and galloped off to where the carriages had been left and a meal laid out. The horsemen, escorted by thirty musketeers, rode along without a word. Descending the hill, they soon came out onto an avenue lined with poplar trees. In the distance, the pink stone of the Versailles hunting lodge was just visible. The slate roofs sparkled in the winter sunshine.


      


   









   

      


         

            CHAPTER FIVE


            Palais du Louvre – Sunday 6 February, around three o’clock in the afternoon


         


         SITTING up in bed, Cardinal Mazarin allowed his thoughts to wander. He had long enjoyed these moments of calm, well before illness had obliged him to rest. They enabled his mind to choose which unexpected subjects to settle on and revealed new ways of seeing things. Annoyingly though, he had to admit that, despite his best efforts, he was finding it difficult to think clearly about the subject which occupied him the most.


         Lost accounting papers are vexing, he thought, and some of them ought not to find their way into enemy hands. But it would be more serious if …


         Ice-cold sweat trickled down his pallid brow.


         No, the danger would be too great …


         The sound of running feet on the wooden floor of his antechamber, mingled with snatches of conversation, made him open his eyes. Sitting in the half-light, he heard the footsteps come closer, then the double door crashed open and he was dazzled by light. Blinking, he raised his hand like a visor to shade his eyes. He hesitated for a moment:


         ‘Who’s there …?’


         The shout died in his throat as the radiant figure which had entered his bedchamber grew clearer and acquired the face of the Queen Mother.


         The Cardinal smiled as he attempted to control his pounding heart.


         ‘What an entrance, Madame,’ he commented, taking the Queen’s hand as she stood at his bedside. ‘You looked just like a ghost …’


         The Queen smiled painfully. Her pale complexion, her dark hair scraped back, her severe gown, everything about her exuded fear, hardening the features which had once been so beautiful and soft.


         ‘Come, Madame, your anxiety is out of all proportion. It is not the fire which has forced me to my bed, but rather the lack of fire … inner fire,’ the Chief Minister joked.


         The King’s mother shook her head but the air of sadness did not leave her.


         ‘Do not laugh, dear friend, I beg you. I have brought my personal physician; he is waiting in the anteroom. Are you sure that there’s no need …?’


         Still holding her hand, Mazarin indicated that there was not.


         ‘Have no fear. My powers may be waning, but I have not yet uttered my last word and I shall continue to watch over France, that is to say, over you and my godson the King.’


         The Cardinal squeezed the Queen’s hand a little more tightly when he saw the tears welling up in her eyes. Then he sat up straight and said in a firmer tone:


         ‘Do not be sad, think of all that we have done. We have been France, Madame. All that matters is that our enemies do not take advantage of my weakness in order to destroy us. No one has the right to understand or judge France, its Government or its King. All your energies must now be devoted to one purpose: your son the King needs you to safeguard his throne.’


         The Queen nodded silently. She had shared so much fear, so much joy, so many victories and defeats with the minister. And now she saw the whole of her strange life played out in his face. Reluctantly, she had become Queen of a land which for a long time had appeared terrifying; married a King whom she had never known and always feared; been besieged in her own palace, suspected, spied upon and denounced; and then suddenly, in order to save her orphan son’s throne, she had transformed herself into a warrior-woman and the leader of a political party, capable of destroying destinies and families …


         ‘Jules,’ she said softly, her familiar tone indicating the close rapport between them, a friendship without which she would never have found the strength to stand firm.


         He stopped her, pressing his fingertips to her lips.


         ‘Go, Madame, I would not wish to impose the sight of my fatigue upon you …’


         The Queen made a brusque gesture.


         ‘Sleep, dear friend,’ she ordered him in a voice which had regained its composure. ‘I will only be in the next room.’


         With his eyes half closed, the Cardinal watched the majestic silhouette of a Queen of France walk to the door to his private office.


      


   









   

      


         

            CHAPTER SIX


            

        Palais du Louvre – Sunday 6 February, four o’clock in the afternoon

      


         


         ‘THE King!’


         Energetic and determined, Louis XIV strode into the room where Cardinal Mazarin lay bedridden. In his anger, the King had not even taken the time to change. He was still wearing his hunting clothes, complete with dirty boots, gloves tucked through his belt and a muddy shirt, as he approached the bed where his all-powerful Chief Minister was dozing, propped up on his pillows. Once again he was struck by the yellowish complexion of the sick man, whose eyes were now acquiring that very distinctive, translucent tinge. A lump came to his throat as he saw how much Mazarin had deteriorated physically. He sat down on the chair which a valet of the bedchamber hastily produced for him, and spent a moment trying to see beneath Mazarin’s excess of face paint to determine his exact state of health. As his attention lingered on the old man’s whistling breath, Louis could not help remembering the little boy he had once been, standing before Louis XIII on the eve of his death. Like Mazarin, the King had been a silent, almost transparent ghost. But back then, the man lying in the bed today had been at his side. He was the one who had held the small, intimidated boy’s hand and pushed him forward towards the sick man with the disturbing appearance and the nauseatingly sweet smell. And it was Mazarin who had been there again that dawn when Louis had had to flee Paris and take refuge at Saint-Germain. He had been so afraid that day, and had only recovered his composure by desperately gripping the Cardinal’s hand and refusing to let go of it throughout the journey …


         The bedchamber was empty and dimly lit, despite the waning daylight. The King realised that his Chief Minister wished to speak to him without witnesses.


         ‘I have come to assure you of my affection, dear godfather. News of the fire was brought to me as I was hunting near Versailles.’


         Mazarin managed a faint smile at the sound of this name. Hunting, Versailles: those two words summed up his godson’s tastes …


         ‘Do you have any more precise information?’ continued the young King. ‘What is the extent of the damage to your library? What happened to your collection of paintings? What is known about the victims?’


         Mazarin stopped the flow of questions with a gesture. He felt too weary to follow the young King’s energetic discourse. The minister had to get his breath back before replying.


         ‘Sire, your presence here both honours and comforts me. The worst has come to pass, and today does not bode well for the Kingdom. Colbert has just left having given me a detailed account of the attack.’


         ‘The attack?’


         ‘Yes, Sire, the fire was caused by a band of masked ruffians. Doubtless they were seeking to cause a diversion. My private apartments were broken into, my desk was looted and documents of the highest importance are missing. I was specifically keeping them in that magnificent Italian writing desk you so loved to play on when you were small, Sire. One of my personal bodyguards was murdered, and my private secretary, Roze, was attacked.’


         ‘We will find these murderers and I shall punish them. I will not accept this!’ raged the King, disconcerted by his godfather’s grievous account.


         Unable to control himself, he pushed his chair back roughly and began to stride restlessly about the room.


         ‘How could the guards at your palace allow this to happen without doing anything? I shall have their captain severely punished and …’


         ‘Let’s forget about that for the moment, Louis, if you will permit it,’ said the old man. In the presence of the King he rediscovered the gentle, affectionate tone he had once used to calm the young heir’s attacks of rage. ‘I must warn you that we have more important things to do, Your Majesty. I implore you to believe me. Please listen to me, Sire. No one must know that this theft was successful, and above all, no one must know that documents of value to me have disappeared.’


         During this passionate outburst the Cardinal suddenly sat up. His piercing gaze, accustomed for so many years to penetrating the innermost thoughts of those he met, looked deep into the eyes of the King of France.


         At that moment, a tapestry parted gently from the wall behind the Cardinal, and Anne of Austria entered the room.


         ‘I am happy to see you, my son,’ she said, with a small curtsey.


         ‘Mother, you are here!’


         Louis XIV gazed in surprise at the Queen Mother, who wore a simple black gown and a dazzling pearl necklace which contrasted with her tired complexion. A widow for the past eighteen years, the King’s mother bore on her face traces of all the tribulations she had overcome in order to secure her son’s power. The look she exchanged with Jules Mazarin was full of compassion and affection. Louis felt reassured, flanked as he now was by the two people he cherished most. Together, they had weathered so many crises! It seemed to him that nothing really serious could happen when they were united like this.


         ‘We have grave decisions to take, my son; ones which may carry heavy consequences.’


         ‘Godfather, I am your sovereign and I must know the contents of the documents. This suddenly seems so dramatic. Have you the slightest idea who could have committed this act of madness, and why?’


         The old prince of the Church closed his eyes and took a deep breath before answering in a weak, breathless voice.


         ‘Your Majesty has the right to demand the truth. You are both aware that I have dedicated my life to preserving the Kingdom and providing my King with an untroubled future in a country at peace. But we have no shortage of enemies and I fear that strange coalitions may be forming at this time, doubtless seeking to take advantage of my decline. Death prowls around me and its arrival has unleashed the forces of evil. I am told that our enemies have infiltrated all seats of power, including this palace!’


         The Cardinal took another breath and sighed deeply before continuing:


         ‘I kept numerous papers in my private desk relating to the proper organisation of my succession and confirming the sources of my fortune. I also hid a few ancient parchments there which it seems contain important secrets. According to Colbert’s report, the murderers took nothing else of any worth from my apartments. From this, I deduce that their only concern was to seize those papers.’


         Having paused for a moment to regain his strength, the sick man went on:


         ‘Toussaint Roze heard the guard’s killer thanking the Almighty, right there in front of him. The poor man is still trembling at the thought of it, I am told, and seems to feel that these were religious fanatics.’


         ‘If that is the case, Cardinal, we must ensure that you are protected. There is no proof that you yourself were not the target of this insane operation. Whatever the case, you cannot return to your palace. The fire will have rendered your apartments uninhabitable. You shall remain here, and I shall double your guard.’


         ‘Louis, I am not sure that is the solution,’ murmured the Queen Mother, moving closer to the King so that Mazarin, who seemed to have fallen asleep again, would not hear them talking.


         ‘According to Colbert, our enemies may even have infiltrated the Louvre. Under these circumstances it seems to me that Vincennes would be more suitable – particularly as I have my own apartments there. The Cardinal will be safer there. The weeks to come will almost certainly be a cruel ordeal for him.’


         ‘So be it! It is undoubtedly more sensible. I shall give orders to d’Artagnan for the musketeers to come to Vincennes, to strengthen the Cardinal’s guard around your apartments and those of His Eminence. You must leave swiftly, Madame. I shall use my time now to find out more about this affair. I am to receive Fouquet within the hour,’ said the King, who was already on his way out.


         On hearing the name of the Superintendent of Finance, Mazarin started. Opening his eyes, he saw the door close upon the young King’s vigorous form.


      


   









   

      


         

            CHAPTER SEVEN


            

        Palais-Royal theatre – Sunday 6 February, mid-afternoon

      


         


         ‘O PRINCE, I know you can, by avenging our rights / Through your love give voice to a hundred exploits. / But that cannot equal the price he’d savour / A State’s confession, and a brother’s favour. / Done Elvire is not …’


         ‘No, no, AND NO!’


         For the third time since the start of the afternoon rehearsal, Molière leapt out of his seat, interrupting the monologue. Madeleine Béjart looked at him in surprise and disappointedly let go of Dom Garcie’s hand, which she had just taken hold of to facilitate the interpretation of this passage from Scene 3. The other actors, who had frozen like statues on the Palais-Royal’s stage, also seemed taken aback by the Master’s reaction. Admittedly Molière was particularly irascible this Sunday. Was it the macabre discovery of the adolescent who had fallen through the glass roof a few hours earlier, or memories of the stormy reception they had received two nights earlier? Seeming even thinner than usual, and hoarse-voiced, his face twitching beneath the curious little linen bonnet he wore, the actor was flinging his long arms about, as if to lend support to the shaky directions he was voicing.


         ‘My dear, you force me to correct you on yet another point. How many times must I repeat myself? Done Elvire must not show any outward sign of her love for Dom Garcie. That should be obvious! It is the very essence of my work, upon which you seem to be deliberately pouring scorn. Why take hold of Garcie’s hand like that? Begin again, Madame,’ declared the author, incandescent with rage.


         ‘But, my friend …’


         ‘Kindly stop contradicting me. You know very well how much the success of Dom Garcie de Navarre means to me. I have not laboured night and day perfecting this script, only to stand idly by as you betray the profound meaning of my play. We will be performing for Monsieur tomorrow, then for every theatre-lover in Paris, perhaps even the King, and I dare not imagine what will come to pass if we continue to be so second-rate. If I have decided to continue our rehearsals today, it is because of your weaknesses and those of your comrades. We are no longer in Pézenas, damn it! Mark this well: our duty is to strive to be worthy of this place and the lofty expectations of our sponsors!’


         Deeply upset, the actress dissolved into tears and fled into the wings, unable to remain with her colleagues in her shame; shame prompted by the unjust, excessive criticism of a man she loved with all her heart.


         ‘From the beginning!’ roared Molière, unconcerned by Madeleine’s distress.


         Seeing that the other actors did not know what to do without Done Elvire, he turned towards the young man at his side who was busy copying out a letter he had just dictated.


         ‘Rejoice, my young friend. Your hour has come. You are bold enough to want to act? Doubtless you believe you’ve attained the summit of the art by divine grace alone. Well, Monsieur Secretary, leave your writing-bench and your starched shirt-cuffs! Ascend the stage, take poor Madeleine’s place and at long last reveal this talent to us – at least for as long as it takes her to wipe away her tears. We do not have time to waste on the vagaries of feminine moods.’


         Gabriel took the manuscript which the master handed him, shivering at the opportunity he was being offered.


         At just twenty, the young man was extremely handsome and tall, with brown hair and eyes of a magnificent bright green. He had entered Molière’s service a month previously, without any special recommendation. The master had allowed himself to be amused by the enthusiasm and candour of this charming boy, who had approached him one day outside the theatre and told him of his burning desire to join the troupe. The words came readily to his lips as he conjured up memories of a performance he had attended in Anjou a few years earlier. He had been so dazzled as a young boy that he saw this as a vocation. The years had passed, but the fever had not left him.


         Molière had recognised this as an opportunity to acquire a private secretary at minimal cost. Gabriel swiftly integrated into the prestigious company where an atmosphere of joyful chaos reigned. The women were won over by his athletic physique and friendly smile. The men were delighted to find in him a helpful and even-tempered friend. As for Molière, every day he appreciated the serious attitude, writing ability and fine education of the boy he knew very little about, apart from the fact that his origins were provincial. Nevertheless, he strongly doubted his vocation as an actor and suspected Gabriel of being the son of a good family who had fallen out with his parents.


         As he swiftly took the stage, Gabriel could feel his heart thudding in his chest. His childhood dream was about to come true. Born into a noble, wealthy family in Amboise, he had been brought up by an uncle in place of his father, who had disappeared when he was very young and about whom he remembered very little. Gabriel de Pontbriand had received an excellent education and been introduced to the best families in Touraine, growing up with a carefree nature and a romantic sensibility derived from the many books he read. That is, until that theatrical performance which had opened his eyes to the possibility that he could have a different life from the one his family had mapped out for him. By fleeing Amboise and the anger of his uncle and tutor to enter the service of the author of Les Précieuses ridicules, he had escaped the spell in prison his family had promised him to set him back on the right track and banish his dreams. The mere mention of acting made his uncle grind his teeth and mutter under his breath about ‘mad idiots’ like his father. Through his daring, Gabriel had also proved how much determination was needed for a twenty-year-old to change the course of his destiny in 1661. He, deprived of his father and raised by a stern uncle, he who had been destined to hold some kind of senior public office, spending his days watching the money roll in from taxation and sending bad debtors to prison, was finally about to accomplish his childhood dream!


         Acting, he told himself as he took Madeleine Béjart’s place. I’m acting at last …


         ‘O Prince, I know you can, by avenging our rights / Through your love give voice to a hundred exploits …’


         A few moments later, her cheeks still red from weeping, Madeleine Béjart returned to her place. The rehearsal returned to normal. Gabriel was aware that he had at least emerged from this first trial with dignity. A little disappointed nevertheless by the brevity of his performance, he unobtrusively slid into the prompter’s box to watch the four actors as they played out the rest of the scene.


         ‘When you can love me as I must be loved,’ murmured Done Elvire.


         ‘And what, alas, can one observe beneath the skies / that yields not to the ardour inspired by your eyes?’ replied the Prince of the Kingdom of Navarre, as portrayed by Lagrange.


         From this point on Molière seemed to be daydreaming, gazing vaguely at the paintings on the ceiling of the brand new theatre which the King had placed at his disposal. There were some nights when this validation brought him out in a cold sweat. Would he prove worthy of this new honour? Despite the success of Le Docteur amoureux which had won him the favour of Louis XIV and Monsieur, the King’s brother, Molière feared the consequences should Dom Garcie de Navarre prove to be a failure. After all, the first public performance two nights earlier had been greeted by a chorus of whistles and cat-calls. And yet the author had had the strange feeling that they came from an organised ‘claque’ of hostile spectators who had been skilfully positioned around the auditorium. Who would wish to do him ill in this way? Unless, he said to himself, someone is aiming at some other target through me? He then thought of Nicolas Fouquet, his generous and faithful patron. Perhaps it is time I considered other forms of protection, mused Molière as he listened to the end of Act I.


         In his refuge, Gabriel was also dreaming, his eyes wide open, his head resting on folded arms at the edge of the stage. As he watched the actors, he felt a subtle mixture of emotion and nostalgia for the exchanges of a few moments before. Just as he was promising himself that he would, at the first opportunity, ask his master for another chance to tread the boards, he felt something flat under his boot. He was intrigued. Kneeling down in the narrow space reserved for the prompter, he discovered an impressive dark-red document case. What an odd place to store one’s papers, thought Gabriel, picking up the leather case. In the glow of the stage lights, he examined it discreetly and was immediately struck by the sight of Cardinal Mazarin’s coat of arms.


         Molière’s voice tore him away from his discovery:


         ‘Time marches on, my children! If we are to be ready this evening, we must delay no longer!’


         In a protective reflex, Gabriel hid the leather pouch under his shirt, resolving to open it somewhere quieter to discover what it contained.


         ‘Come,’ said the master to his actors, who were all anxious to know his opinion at the end of the first act. ‘That was better! At last my words have had some effect, and you understand the masks which conceal the depths of my characters’ souls. Now you must try to reveal their true feelings. We shall resume our rehearsal in one hour. It would be unwise to add the cold to the audience’s possible complaints, so we shall make way for the workmen who have come to repair that accursed skylight,’ he said, brandishing an angry fist in the direction of the shattered dome.


         Happy at the author’s new mood, the actors left the massive auditorium to take a short but well-deserved rest in the boxes.


         ‘Stay, Monsieur. We have work to do,’ said Molière to his secretary as he nimbly extricated himself from the prompter’s box. ‘We have to prepare the troupe’s accounts as swiftly as possible. I shall have them taken to the Superintendent of Finance first thing tomorrow. With troubled times on the horizon, it is best to strike while the iron is hot!’
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