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         Praise for Jean-François Parot

         
 

         

             


         
 

         ‘The period detail is marvellously evocative, Le Floch is brave and engaging …’ Economist

         
 

         

             


         
 

         ‘Parot succeeds brilliantly in his reconstruction of pre-revolutionary Paris, in splendid period detail.’ The Times

         
 

         

             


         
 

         ‘A solid and detailed evocation of pre-revolutionary France – the poverty and squalor, side by side with the wealth and splendour, are brought lovingly to life. And the plot has all the twists, turns and surprises the genre demands.’ Independent on Sunday

         
 

         

             


         
 

         ‘Jean-François Parot’s evocation of eighteenth-century Paris is richly imagined and full of fascinating historical snippets.’ Financial Times

         
 

         

             


         
 

         ‘Parot’s clever plotting and sharp eye for detail are, as ever, first rate.’ Mail on Sunday
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            DRAMATIS PERSONAE


         
 

         NICOLAS LE FLOCH: a police commissioner at the Châtelet
 

         LOUIS LE FLOCH: his son, a schoolboy
 

         MONSIEUR DE SARTINE: Secretary of State for the Navy
 

         MONSIEUR LENOIR: Lieutenant General of Police in Paris
 

         MONSIEUR ALBERT: his successor
 

         PIERRE BOURDEAU: a police inspector
 

         MONSIEUR DE SAINT-FLORENTIN, DUC DE LA VRILLIÈRE: Minister of the King’s Household
 

         COMTE DE VERGENNES: Minister of Foreign Affairs
 

         BARO N DE BRETEUIL: French Ambassador in Vienna
 

         MONSIEUR TESTARD DU LYS: Criminal Lieutenant of Police
 

         ABBÉ GEORGEL: Secretary of the French Embassy in Vienna
 

         CHEVALIER DE LAST IRE: a lieutenant-colonel
 

         JACQUES MOURUT: a master baker
 

         CÉLESTE MOURUT: his wife
 

         EULALIE, known as LA BABINE: their maid
 

         HUGUES PARNAUX: an apprentice
 

         DENIS CAMINET: an apprentice
 

         ANNE FRIOPE: an apprentice
 

         LE PRÉVOT DE BEAUMONT: former secretary to the Clergy of France
 

         MATISSET: a former grain merchant
 

         OLD MARIE: an usher at the Châtelet
 

         TIREPOT: a police spy
 

         RABOUINE: a police spy
 

         AIMÉ DE NOBLECOURT: a former procurator
 

         MARION: his cook 

         
  

         POITEVIN: his servant
 

         CATHERINE GAUSS: a former canteen-keeper, Nicolas Le Floch’s maid
 

         GUILLAUME SEMACGUS: a navy surgeon
 

         AWA: his cook
 

         COMTE D’ARRANET: Lieutenant General of the Naval Forces
 

         AIMÉE D’ARRANET: his daughter
 

         TRIBORD: their major-domo
 

         MONSIEUR DE GÉVIGLAND: a doctor
 

         THIERRY DE VILLE D’AVRAY: First Groom of the King’s Bedchamber
 

         MONSIEUR DE LA BORDE: his predecessor, now Farmer General
 

         CHARLES HENRI SANSON: the public executioner
 

         NICOLAS RESTIF DE LA BRETONNE: a pamphleteer
 

         MASTER VACHON: a tailor
 

         JACQUES NIVERNAIS: a cobbler
 

         JUSTIN BELHOME: archivist of the French East India Company
 

         LA PAULET: a brothel-keeper
 

         LA GOURDA N: a brothel-keeper
 

         COLETTE: her maid
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            SECRECY


         
 

         

            For all that fog now spread before your eyes  
blurs your sight and raises thick vapours all around.

            
 

            VIRGIL

            


         
 

         Thursday 2 March 1775
 

         Nicolas looked with astonishment at the accumulation of sarcophagi cluttering the floor of the Capuchin crypt. This grim tableau of metals, some rusty, others still bright, struck him as resembling a shipwreck. Lead, zinc and silver dominated, their blackened hues dappled in places by the blue-green light that came in through narrow openings. Everywhere were ghastly depictions of heads and bones, faded crowns and sceptres, and a damp odour of mildew and cold candles. It was a Capuchin monk, buried deep in his cowl, who had admitted him to the pantheon of the Habsburgs, an obligatory stop for all foreign visitors to Vienna. It was all very different, he thought, from the tomb of the Bourbons at Saint-Denis. Since the death of Louis XV, he had visited it twice, the first time alone, to pay his last respects to his master, and the second time accompanying Madame Adélaïde, who had wished to meditate before the small brick construction that contained her father’s coffin. He had wandered down the long hall where the austere coffins of the princes lay decorously on iron trestles. There was a tranquil, domestic atmosphere about that august place, whereas here it was as if you were being observed by figures out of a nightmare, an impression made all the stronger by the haphazard manner in which the remains seemed to have been laid out. Leaning against a pillar, he recalled the events of the past few months. The successful outcome of his last investigation, in which he had extricated the Duc de La Vrillière, Minister of the King’s Household, from a difficult situation, had returned him to Monsieur Lenoir’s favour. There was now an atmosphere of complete trust and openness between him and the new Lieutenant General of Police.

         
 

         At the beginning of the year, he had been given the task of accompanying Archduke Maximilian of Austria – who had travelled incognito under the name Count Burgau – from Brussels to Paris. He had not only had to ensure the archduke’s safety, but also to make sure that he was received everywhere he went with the military honours due to a brother of the Queen. The young archduke had grown fond of Nicolas, and had requested his company on the various visits he paid while in the capital. It was during one of these that Nicolas had been witness to a scene that still delighted all of Paris. Monsieur de Buffon, receiving the illustrious visitor, had presented him with a volume of his Histoire Naturelle which the young man had politely refused, saying that he had no wish to deprive him of it, a piece of naive ignorance that had occasioned much mirth. Her brother’s visit had led the Queen into a blunder which earned her the first signs of unpopularity: because of the archduke’s incognito status, the princes of royal blood, Orléans, Condé and Conti, had claimed that he owed them the first visit. There was a heated exchange on the subject between the Queen and the Duc d’Orléans, who refused to budge. During the celebrations at Versailles from which they had excluded themselves, the princes elected to go to Paris to show themselves off in public, to much – indeed excessive – acclaim from the common people.

         
 

         Nicolas had also been required to travel to the Île Sainte-Marguerite to fetch a prisoner named Querelle,1 a former archer in the constabulary of France, who was to be confined in a padded cell at Bicêtre. Accompanied by two mounted constables, he sped to the south of the kingdom and took delivery of the prisoner. The man’s complaints had come to the attention of Monsieur de Vergennes, the Minister for Foreign Affairs. Nicolas discovered that Monsieur de Laurens, provost general at Aix, had been so taken in by the trustworthy appearance of this Querelle, and the apparent genuineness of his words, that he had happily granted him a significant advance in louis. When Querelle had tried to play a similar trick on the treasurer of the constabulary, he was curtly informed that, as he had long since abdicated his functions, he should not even still be wearing the uniform. Pursuing his enquiries, Nicolas further discovered that, having already been sentenced seven years earlier in Montpellier, Querelle had also been accused of extracting four hundred livres from the King’s consul in Parma, an offence that might have resulted in his being hanged. Not content with all this, he had in addition – according to Cardinal de Bernis, the ambassador in Rome – specialised in high-quality forgeries of orders, passports and edicts.

         
 

         On his return to Paris, Nicolas was surprised to see Monsieur de Sartine at police headquarters. It transpired that, in addition to his duties at the Department of the Navy, Sartine had temporarily taken over the Lieutenancy General of Police, Monsieur Lenoir having been struck down with a skin disease.
 

         At the Noblecourt household in Rue Montmartre, all was calm and steady. At Christmas, father and son had been reunited. Delighted to receive Louis Le Floch, Monsieur de Noblecourt made sure that every possible attention was lavished on the boy during those few days, setting aside a bedroom and study on the top floor for him, and plying him with books and delicacies. The young man did not seem to have suffered too much from the regime at his school, but Nicolas, with all the perceptiveness of a father’s love, noted that his son seemed to be brooding about something. However hard Louis tried to allay suspicion and express his joy at their reunion, Nicolas, although in no way doubting his genuine sincerity, sensed that the boy was suffering from some secret wound. He tried as tactfully as possible to make him talk, having first assumed that it was his mother’s exile in London that was making him so sad. Louis rejected the suggestion, either because he wished to conceal his deeper feelings on the subject, or because it was something else that preoccupied him. But when Nicolas saw his son having long, friendly conversations with Monsieur de Noblecourt, or responding with delight to the mouthwatering treats prepared for him by Marion and Catherine – treats intended to make him forget, if only for a time, the unappetising gruel he was given at school – he became convinced that he must have been mistaken and decided to cast the matter from his mind.

         
 

         On the first Sunday in January, he took his son to Versailles for high mass. The boy watched spellbound as the King’s cortège passed through the great gallery on its way to the chapel. He felt a sense of pride on seeing the friendly wave the monarch gave his father, and again when the Queen, with a pretty movement of her head, threw him a smile. On the return journey, he bombarded his father with questions, and Nicolas, relieved to see Louis so happy, answered them all without tiring of them. Louis was elated and captivated by the majestic spectacle he had witnessed, and on his return to Rue Montmartre immediately launched into a breathless account, to which the entranced household listened open-mouthed. Everyone noted that his narrative sense and eye for the telling detail resembled his father’s. Chess games, fencing and riding lessons and other distractions took up the rest of this interlude. By the time Louis set off back to school, laden with packages, words of advice and a large supply of quince preserve, he seemed quite serene. Although reassured, Nicolas nevertheless vowed to keep a closer eye on him. He would go to Juilly as soon as possible to find out what he could from the Oratorians.
 

         In point of fact, the commissioner’s life was dominated by his new-found love, into which he had thrown himself body and soul. His unusual situation as an aristocrat who was nevertheless close to the common people, the existence of an illegitimate son, and the nature of his position: all these might have encouraged him to exercise discretion. But in fact he was conducting his liaison with Aimée d’Arranet relatively openly, less concerned with the niceties than might have been supposed. At the beginning, admittedly, he had found it hard to drop a certain reserve, anxious more for the young woman’s reputation than his own. But when, after some hesitation, he had opened his heart to his mistress, she had laughed and scolded him, covered him with caresses and closed his mouth with a kiss. As for Admiral d’Arranet, busy with his new role at the Department of the Navy, he still received Nicolas with the same paternal benevolence, revealing none of his feelings about what would have seemed obvious even to the most trusting of fathers. Having long ago consented to give free rein to a daughter who tenderly but imperiously imposed her will on him, he had evidently come to terms with the situation. Besides, wasn’t Nicolas the son of the Marquis de Ranreuil, and didn’t everyone he knew, starting with Sartine, sing his praises? What more could he wish for his daughter? His old heart, which had been through much suffering, melted at the sight of these children who seemed so happy together and surrounded him with their gaiety.

         
 

         As for the coterie in Rue Montmartre – Noblecourt, Semacgus, Bourdeau and La Borde, who had known her as a child – they had all succumbed to her charm. Whenever she paid a visit, Monsieur de Noblecourt adorned himself with a large Regency wig, leading Semacgus to tease him with the observation that he reminded him of the ageing Louis XIV flirting with the young Duchesse de Bourgogne. She had subjugated animals and people alike, including – and this was a true measure of her success – Marion, Catherine and Poitevin. As for Cyrus and Mouchette, they followed her everywhere and would lie at her feet when she sat down. At one and the same time learned, serious, impish and lively, she always held her own, with an appetite for knowledge and good food that had conquered this all-male society. Secretly, they were all pleased to see this impudent young woman at last erase the baleful memory of Madame de Lastérieux.2 Even Bourdeau, so touchy about anything concerning Nicolas, had lowered his defences and was increasingly attentive to her. The commissioner was becoming more secure in his happiness. Their reunions in discreet country inns were no less passionate than the encounters that preceded their separations: every stolen moment was relished by the two lovers. Nicolas, aware of how uncertain their future was and unable to envisage anything beyond the present situation, placed himself in the hands of fate, savouring the happiness of possessing a woman he could love and respect wholeheartedly.

         
 

         Suddenly, he was drawn from this lengthy reflection by a shadow that fell between him and the declining light filtering into the vault through the narrow openings. A thin man in civilian clothes and a powdered wig, holding a hat under his arm, was looking at him with an expression that was at once inquisitive and ironic. Although the man was standing with his back to the light, Nicolas could see his clear eyes, tight, somewhat cruel mouth and air of controlled sadness.
 

         ‘Monsieur,’ he said in slightly accented French,3 ‘you are a foreigner and you seem to find this place inspiring.’

         
 

         ‘I am indeed,’ replied Nicolas, bowing with the natural courtesy that this polite approach called for. ‘It leads one to meditate on the mystery of time and the frailty of human life.’
 

         Somewhat theatrically and with an almost military stiffness, the stranger rose to his full height. ‘I see you are a philosopher, which must mean that you are French! What are they saying in Paris about the new Queen?’
 

         ‘Her subjects are enchanted with her.’
 

         ‘Enchained, rather, it is said here in Vienna: enchained to the sleds she has been using so often during this harsh winter to get to her Opéra balls and other entertainments.’
 

         ‘The Queen’s sleds are acclaimed by the people, who are grateful to her for her boundless charity.’

         
 

         ‘Truly, Monsieur?’ the man replied in a somewhat ironic tone. ‘I know the French are given to excessive compliments, and just as given to reversals of mood. In your country, any success lasts only as long as the common people see fit to maintain it. Few nations are as changeable as yours. Wasn’t your late King called “the well loved”? And yet his convoy was booed and jeered by the populace during his last journey.’
 

         ‘He was able to count on his loyal followers. They all mourn a good master.’
 

         ‘Were you one of them, Monsieur?’
 

         ‘I had the honour to serve him.’
 

         ‘Does the new monarch benefit from their allegiance?’
 

         ‘Of course, Monsieur. The French are monarchists through and through. Our loyalty is our honour, you can rest assured of that.’
 

         ‘Well, Monsieur, far be it from me to offend you. It was just my manner of speaking.’
 

         They stood in silence for a moment, then the man bowed and withdrew. On his way out, Nicolas questioned the Capuchin as to whether he knew the stranger. The monk raised his head, revealing a moth-eaten beard. He understood not a word of French. Nicolas tried Latin, and the monk, startled by the question, bowed and said, ‘Imperator, rex romanorum.’

         
 

         It was only then that Commissioner Le Floch realised he had been speaking to Marie Antoinette’s brother, Emperor Joseph II of Austria. Had it been a chance encounter, or did the Emperor know who Nicolas was? That was highly unlikely. But he was angry with himself for not recognising him. All he had at his disposal was a note from one of Monsieur de Vergennes’s clerks indicating that Joseph II exercised power jointly with Maria Theresa, but that, although she consulted him, she did not yield the slightest authority to him. The Emperor was said to be unhappy with this subordinate position and, in order to shake off a feeling of futility, spent time travelling through his future States. Having little taste for luxury or outward display, he liked to divest himself somewhat of the burden of his regality and appear as a private individual, the guise in which he had presented himself to Nicolas. He was said to be charming in conversation, skilful at encouraging the clash of ideas, from which, in his opinion, there often emerged flashes of truth. But this delight in open debate did not mean that he would tolerate too much familiarity. However much he might wish to act without constraint, the autocrat soon peered through the mask of the honest citizen.

         
 

         Nicolas walked out into the cold air, still wintry despite the date, but welcome after the crypt. After brushing away the snow, he sat down on the steps of the Donnerbrunnen, a fountain surmounted by the figure of Providence, its pedestal surrounded by putti. An impromptu guide, sensing a foreigner, informed him – after making sure that nobody was eavesdropping – that four statues representing the tributaries of the Danube, considered immodest in their nakedness, had been withdrawn on the orders of the Empress. The stranger was rewarded with a few coins before Nicolas plunged back into his reverie. He was still surprised to be in Vienna, and he recalled the strange combination of circumstances that had led him here …
 

         

            *


         
 

         It had all happened very quickly, starting two weeks earlier, when Monsieur de Sartine had summoned him. In his coach, on the way to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the former Lieutenant General of Police had been silent and lost in thought. The minister, Vergennes, had received them immediately. With his long face, blotchy cheeks and eyes glittering with an amused irony, he had greeted Nicolas formally: they were old acquaintances. Opening the session, Sartine recalled that the commissioner had long been privy to the late King’s secret affairs of State, and repeated what he had told Nicolas the previous autumn. Abbé Georgel, secretary to Prince Louis de Rohan, the ambassador in Vienna, had discovered that secret French correspondence was being intercepted by the Austrians. A mysterious masked intermediary had provided him with striking confirmation of this, in the form of indisputable material proof, thus corroborating what was already known at Versailles about the Austrians’ spying network, which was spreading its web beyond the Habsburgs’ patrimonial States to the innumerable principalities of the empire. Every staging post sheltered agents who were diabolically skilful at penetrating the most ingenious of systems. Unfortunately, the new ambassador in Vienna, the Baron de Breteuil, had been unable to obtain from Abbé Georgel any further information on the masked renegade.

         
 

         Vergennes had now taken up the story. ‘I must admit, Monsieur,’ he said, addressing Nicolas, ‘that this damned priest’s logic escapes me. He bombards me with contradictory dispatches, and says he has the trust of Prince von Kaunitz.4 As if trust meant anything in such affairs! Kaunitz is supposedly profuse with his confidences. I know from experience what such outpourings are worth, coming from men in power. It is their way of winning the hearts of the innocent and making coarse grass seem like hay.’

         
 

         He had risen and was now pacing about the room with small, nervous steps.
 

         ‘What can I do? The gentleman’s sensitivity is aroused whenever I demand further clarification of his activities and his secret connections. That’s why, Monsieur, I would be grateful to you if you could provide me with a report on our abbé’s mysterious interlocutor. We can no longer be certain that the correspondence that reaches us is genuine …’ He sighed. ‘Alas, nothing can be taken for granted, for men are corruptible … I’d also like you to put together, with the help of Breteuil, a memorandum on the recent additions to the empire, especially in Moldavia: its limits, the number and nature of the troops stationed there and other details of that kind, for which I would gladly acknowledge your diligence, but which it would have been perfectly within the abbé’s capacity to obtain for himself if he had not considered them irrelevant to his personal glory.’

         
 

         Vergennes turned to Sartine.
 

         ‘It will be up to you to work out the details of all this with the commissioner, who will travel, on this occasion, as the Marquis de Ranreuil. I’ll also leave it to you to tell him what we’ve decided. Unlimited credit is available from my offices. Passports will need to be taken care of …’
 

         Back in Paris, the two men had set to work without delay. Sartine, who had always been cautious whenever he himself became involved in the details of a case, revealed to Nicolas the pretext that had been agreed on to serve as cover for the mission. The Baron de Breteuil, on taking up his post in Vienna, had been unable to take with him in his diplomatic baggage a Sèvres bust of the Queen intended for her mother, as it had not yet been finished at the factory. Nicolas would be given the task of transporting it and handing it over to its august consignee. To give the mission even more glamour and credibility, an officer would be attached to it, a lieutenant-colonel named the Chevalier de Lastire. They would have a berlin at their disposal, and would take Rabouine with them as groom and bodyguard. Nicolas suggested taking Bourdeau, but Sartine would not hear of it: he had only just found his feet again in the Lieutenancy General while still being required to deal with problems at the Department of the Navy. Inspector Bourdeau’s experience and the total confidence he had in him made him an essential resource when Nicolas was away.
 

         Nicolas raised the question of language. As English was the only foreign tongue he knew, his investigation could well be severely hampered. Given this, he proposed that Dr Semacgus take part in the expedition.
 

         An outstanding botanist, Semacgus had often expressed a wish to visit Emperor Francis I’s botanical gardens at Schönbrunn and meet Nikolaus von Jacquin, a pupil of the Jussieus, famed for his travels in the West Indies and Colombia. The plants brought back from this expedition adorned the imperial gardens. With his usual spirit of contradiction, Sartine objected that this journey was not being undertaken in the interests of science, but changed his mind on learning that the former navy surgeon spoke perfect German. Moreover, he knew him to be a man of good counsel, and, if the need arose, a useful helper. Last but not least, Sartine gave Nicolas a large sum in louis and some bills of exchange to be redeemed from a bank in the Austrian capital.

         
 

         The following day Nicolas had attended the Queen’s toilet. As usual, Her Majesty was pleased to see him, and clapped her hands with delight on learning that her rider from Compiègne would be taking her bust to her dear mamma. The Austrian ambassador, Mercy-Argenteau, who was present at the interview, assured him of his support, offered his services and promised letters of recommendation, which Nicolas would receive that very evening. He had known the commissioner since the Archduke Maximilian’s visit to France. The Queen scribbled a note for Maria Theresa, which she gave to Nicolas, asking him, with a little laugh, to tell the Empress that it was indeed from her hand. As Nicolas resolved to elucidate this mystery, the ambassador stopped him on the staircase and informed him, breathlessly, that Her Majesty had been trying for some time now to make her handwriting less childish.
 

         There was much surprise in the Noblecourt household at this new venture, as well as a touch of anxiety. Bourdeau, torn between concern that he would not be accompanying Nicolas and his satisfaction at the knowledge that Sartine considered him indispensable, finally convinced himself that this resounding endorsement was ample compensation for any disappointment. Rabouine jumped for joy and hastened to acquire the livery appropriate to his temporary functions. As for Semacgus, as soon as he heard about the expedition, he turned red and ordered his trunk to be made ready. Nicolas made a quick visit to Versailles to see Mademoiselle d’Arranet, who begged him to take her with him, and he had to reason with her and convince her of the unseemliness of such an idea. The preparations took their course. Nicolas thought about what to take, particularly his clothes, which not only had to be suitable for the journey, but adaptable to the most diverse situations. With the help of Inspector Bourdeau, he also acquired a parallel wardrobe, a judiciously chosen collection of disparate costumes appropriate for disguises. The cooks in Rue Montmartre, Marion and Catherine, joined forces with Semacgus’s cook, Awa, to provide the travellers with an abundance of transportable provisions along with bottles of drink to wash them down. Terrines, pork cuts, various andouilles, biscuits and sweets and a myriad of clay pots containing jellies and jams were carefully placed in a wicker trunk. Rabouine had hired an almost new berlin drawn by six horses, with a coachman and a postilion. The Queen’s bust, neatly wrapped in thick twill, was put inside a solid wooden crate filled with straw.

         
 

         

            *


         
 

         Early on the freezing morning of Wednesday 15 February, they all met outside the Noblecourt house. Rabouine, his amaranthine livery with its silver edging half concealed beneath his ratine coat, perched next to the coachman, while the postilion, wearing thick boots, sat astride one of the horses. The Chevalier de Lastire was a man of indeterminate age in a brownish-red cavalry cloak, his hair drawn back and plaited, and immediately gave the impression of being a good companion. Dr Semacgus was wrapped against the cold in a cape with an otterskin collar, his face almost hidden beneath a hat of the same fur. Nicolas was wearing for the first time a creation by his tailor, Master Vachon, an ample cloak with a sable collar endowed with many pockets. He had tied around his neck a cashmere shawl given to him by Aimée d’Arranet, who had made him promise never to take it off. With delight, he breathed in its delicate scent of verbena.

         
 

         The money provided by Vergennes and Sartine would certainly come in useful. There were fifty-nine staging posts between Paris and Strasbourg and, with a carriage of that size, the cost, simply within the borders of the kingdom, would amount to several hundred livres. The usual route went through Chalons, Saint-Dizier, Bar-le-Duc, Nancy, Lunéville, Phalsbourg and Saverne, to name only the most important French stages. The guide produced by the Messageries Royales indicated in addition that if they reached Strasbourg after the gates were closed, they would have to pay the master of the staging post ten sols per horse in addition to the road toll. And when they finally got to Vienna, they would need to hire a carriage locally, in order to move about the congested streets.

         
 

         Their conversations regarding the material conditions of the journey broke the ice with the Chevalier de Lastire. He revealed himself to be quite an expert on currencies and distributed to them little handbooks on square pieces of paper detailing rates of exchange. He explained learnedly that an Austrian kronthaler was the equivalent of eighty livres, in other words a louis d’or, that a livre comprised twenty sols, a sol four liards and that consequently a liard was worth one pfennig, and finally that all this resulted in … At this point, he seemed to get lost in his own reasoning, bringing up kreutzers where florins would have been more appropriate. He ended up trying to convert pfennigs into anas from the Indies, and Semacgus, who had sailed the seven seas, had to help him out. The company, joined now by Rabouine, who was frozen to the marrow, grew livelier, and the surgeon took advantage of the mood to extract from under the seat little wooden cases lined with sheet metal and filled with embers. These foot warmers were greeted with much enthusiasm, and the gaiety increased when he displayed a travelling chamber pot, in its morocco-leather casket, with a gilded rim that was unanimously praised. He brought their enthusiasm to a peak by opening a little wooden case from the West Indies, containing glasses and four knives with mother-of-pearl handles and two folding blades, one serving as a fork and the other for cutting. They decided to start immediately on their provisions, and the afternoon was spent in an after-lunch nap.

         
 

         The days passed, punctuated by the small incidents of the journey: an unshoed horse, their bracing walks up the slopes to lighten the load on the vehicle, the constant bitter arguments at the staging posts to obtain the best horses, the filthy inns and the nightly invasions of cockroaches. Semacgus had distributed among his companions little pots of fragrant pomade of his own making, in which camphor dominated, among other substances the identity of which he jealously guarded. Dinner followed lunch, and lunch dinner, all more or less acceptable. The most memorable meal was a feast at the Lion d’Or inn in Vitry-le-François. Grilled andouillettes from Troyes, glistening with fat, had whetted their appetites for a rabbit pâté, the pieces of which, the hostess explained, she marinated in red wine and plum brandy for several days. Its fragrant aroma derived from the fact that it was not at all deboned. The whole was cooked for a long time in a pastry casing made of lard, in the centre of which was a navel, as she called it, through which the cooking smells escaped. A pork brawn terrine complemented this treat, followed by a local cheese coated in wood ash and a delightfully cool Champagne wine. The cheese was wonderfully full-bodied, and they tried to discover the secret of its manufacture, but in vain. All that the hostess would tell them was that it was washed thoroughly with a brush before being served, which only made it all the more mysterious.

         
 

         To crown the feast, they were brought a plate of roussettes, light and puffy lozenges of fried and sweetened dough. Semacgus declared that they would be the perfect accompaniment to an omelette made by himself. He rushed to the hearth, seized some twenty eggs – a reasonable amount for four healthy appetites, he asserted – and, with a wink, broke them and separated the yolks from the whites. The former were sprinkled with sugar and stirred with a fork, and the latter whisked, then both were put together and poured, extremely carefully, into a huge frying pan sizzling with pale-coloured butter. Under the effect of the heat, and to the astonished eyes of the audience, the eggs thus prepared swelled prodigiously. Semacgus added copious amounts of sugar, then, taking a bottle of old rum from inside his coat, poured most of it into a saucepan to heat it. He slid the omelette onto a dish, and a smell of foaming caramel rose from it. Then he poured the rum over the omelette and set fire to the whole with a lighted twig. Blue flames flared up, illuminating the joyful faces of the guests. The crustiness of the roussettes combined harmoniously with the smoothness of the omelette, a smoothness enhanced by the rum. For a long while, the only sounds were the sighs of pleasure emitted by the four travellers.

         
 

         Winter persisted, and the cold clung so determinedly to the buildings, even the most impervious to draughts, that the biggest and most skilfully stoked fire could not warm them. Nicolas noted the grim faces of the peasants they came across at the staging posts. The autumn had been harsh enough, and a prodigious quantity of fine fruits had been lost. Now there was a fear that this severe winter would expose them to the double scourge of starvation and ruin. Frost would remain on the ground until midday, when the sun would make the air milder and melt the snow and black ice. When night came, the north wind would start blowing again, bringing clouds laden with snow, and everything would freeze again until the next day.
 

         When they reached Strasbourg, Nicolas was surprised by the city’s beauty and wealth, and delighted by the pink cathedral towering over the sloping roofs, which recalled those evenings in the servants’ pantry when Catherine Gauss spoke of her birthplace. They stocked up with salted meat, bacon and smoked shoulders, to which Semacgus added a few pots of horseradish, a particular favourite of his. Nicolas had a surprise in store for them. Having heard Monsieur Lenoir mention the Maréchal de Contades’s pâté de foie gras, he had talked about it with Lenoir’s cook, who had revealed that the secret was jealously guarded by the maréchal’s cook, Close, a Norman like him. This bond had done the job, and now they were able to take delight in this quintessential dish, surrounded by a douillette of finely chopped veal and covered with a thin coating of golden pastry. A smooth Trottacker from Ribeauvillé was the perfect accompaniment, making for a long, merry evening.

         
 

         The journey resumed, its monotony made all the worse by fatigue and the lack of exercise. They were rarely even able to look out at the unknown landscapes through which they passed, as these were all too often shrouded in fog and flurries of snow. Fortunately, the Chevalier de Lastire, revealing a new talent every day, enlivened the party with his carefree humour. A frequent guest at Parisian salons, he had adopted many of their pastimes. He would, for example, cut pieces out of sheets of paper to make chains of jumping jacks. He was so good at this, and did it so often, that after a while Semacgus, who had let him use his letter paper, had to stop him, pointing out that the mail was weighed and taxed at a higher rate the further they got from Paris, which made it necessary to use paper sparingly and even to write in as small and cramped a hand as possible. Somewhat put out by this, the chevalier plunged morosely into another pastime popular with men in fashionable circles, and began embroidering his coat of arms on a piece of fabric stretched over a hoop. Once his good mood had returned, he diverted them with accounts of his campaigns. He seemed slightly bitter, and confessed to them that he hoped that this mission to Vienna would bring him the reward for his services for which he had long wished. In his opinion, one ought to be esteemed, above all, for one’s prowess on the battlefield. Alas, the price at which one was valued was all too often based on intrigue and unfounded claims. Favour and privilege dominated in those other battlefields: the Court and – sometimes – the bedroom. All too often, those who had barely heard the sound of cannon fire were the most rewarded. They strove to console this man, already of mature years, who saw honours drifting away from him, and Semacgus opened a bottle to toast his future success.

         
 

         Late on the morning of Wednesday 1 March, after stops in Salzburg and Linz, their carriage, covered in snow and led by two horses that were no more than spectral white shadows, passed through the old perimeter of ramparts, towers and bastions and entered Vienna. Confined within its walls, the city seemed like a small town surrounded by a large sheet of ice on which suburbs were beginning to take shape. Lastire told them that these fortifications had been erected on the ruins left by the last Turkish siege in 1683. Their first impression quickly yielded to admiration at the number and splendour of the palaces, churches and monuments. Luxury and opulence were apparent in the outward aspect of the houses with their carved and decorated façades and in the sumptuousness of the shops. Nevertheless, they could not help seeing this imperial capital through jaded Parisian eyes and judging it somewhat provincial – to such an extent that Semacgus mocked their comments and urged them to avoid this failing, which was common among the French. One had, he said, to change one’s tune when one came to a foreign land and consider it without prejudice and without making comparisons.
 

         Nicolas, as ever a collector of people, looked out avidly at strange figures whose clothes reflected the diversity of the nations composing the empire and the proximity of its territories to those of the Turks. The Golden Bull, a hotel recommended by the Austrian ambassador, situated in Seilergasse in the very heart of the city, surprised them with its luxury and cleanliness. It seemed to Nicolas that it could rival the best establishments in Paris: the Hôtel du Parc Royal in Rue Colombier and the Hôtel de Luynes in Faubourg Saint-Germain.

         
 

         The next day, desiring a little time alone, they dispersed, each according to his preference. Nicolas hurried to attend mass at St Stephen’s Cathedral while Semacgus, in spite of the snow, immediately proceeded to Schönbrunn to visit the gardens and greenhouses. Monsieur de Lastire preferred to sprawl beneath a feathered eiderdown, smoking a pipe and staring dreamily up at the joists of the ceiling. Last but not least, Rabouine occupied himself in finding a carriage to hire. Nicolas had wandered the city for the rest of the day until he had been drawn to the modest entrance to the tomb of the Capuchins …
 

         Night was falling over the square, and the cold was becoming more intense. He walked back to the hotel, which was only a few streets away. His companions all seemed exhausted, as if the accumulated fatigue of the journey had suddenly overwhelmed them. They had a dinner of pea soup and a plate of cold meats accompanied by strongly flavoured black bread and amber beer, then silently retired to their rooms without further ado.
 

         Friday 3 March 1775
 

         Early in the morning, Nicolas left the Golden Bull and proceeded to the residence of the King’s ambassador to Vienna. His carriage was a fine one, and Rabouine stood proudly at the back in full livery. The majesty of the building reflected the luxury that had been a hallmark of Prince Louis’s tenure as ambassador. Nicolas was immediately admitted to the Baron de Breteuil’s presence, in a vast office hung with red damask. In the midst of gilded furniture and lacquers and vases from China, a man in a russet coat and a large, old-fashioned wig was awaiting him. He was of medium height and corpulent, with a firm, energetic face, big, alert eyes, a strong nose, and a thin mouth curiously turned up at the sides and ending in two deep furrows. Nicolas was aware that his easy-going air was deceptive. They had met some years earlier, in the presence of the late King, and he had gained a strong idea of the man’s character. Time had done its work, and Breteuil seemed to have aged considerably. No sooner had they exchanged ceremonial bows than the ambassador put one finger to his mouth to intimate silence. Taking Nicolas by the arm, he led him through a concealed door into a small, dark corridor. They passed through several more doors, each of which Breteuil locked carefully behind him, before finally coming to what appeared to Nicolas to be a small wardrobe room, without any other furniture than a worn Spanish leather chair, a stool and a silver fountain. The ambassador sat down and motioned to his guest to do the same. There was a half-smile on his stern face.

         
 

         ‘Forgive this welcome, Marquis. I know it’s strange, to say the least, but one can never be too careful. In my current situation, I can be sure of neither the servants my predecessor left me nor those I strive to recruit myself. My people talk, and I can do nothing about it. Let us speak of your mission, about which I have been well informed. We can converse safely here; I’ve made sure there are no prying ears. Did I not meet you once during a dinner in the King’s apartments?’
 

         ‘Indeed you did, Ambassador. We spoke about your collection of chinoiseries with Monsieur de La Borde.’

         
 

         Breteuil smiled, which made him look younger. Nicolas was reminded of Sartine.
 

         ‘The late King was fond of you,’ said the ambassador, with a sigh, and paused. ‘Our secrets, as you know, are intercepted, and have been for months. Although our new master seems quite reluctant to resume communications …’ Another moment’s silence. ‘What do you know of Abbé Georgel?’
 

         In measured terms, Nicolas summarised what Vergennes had told him.
 

         ‘That will do for the broad strokes; you still need to know the details. As soon as I arrived I handed the abbé – assuring him, of course, of my goodwill – a letter from the minister urging him to reveal to me the identity of his informant. Immediately, he raised objections. This intermediary would not confide in me, he said, it was an affair of honour. It was as if I had asked him to break the seal of the confessional!’

         
 

         ‘I assume that such was not your design?’
 

         ‘Certainly not! I had no intention of consulting the man in question! Why should I, Breteuil, have any dealings with such a rascal? But it was the duty of Georgel, as a servant of the King, to do nothing to conceal from me, the new ambassador, either his name or the means of communication that had been established with him. It was no use. All I got from Georgel was quibbling and weak excuses. He claimed not to know the man’s true identity, the channels through which he had first been approached by him no longer existed, and God knows what else! After all my entreaties, he finally said that he would soon be in a position to arrange things so that all could be revealed to me. I let some days pass, but when I reminded him of his promise he asked for more time.’
 

         ‘Did you grant it?’
 

         ‘Certainly not! I assume that, like me, you consider his conduct intolerable. I confess I would never have believed it could occur to a man employed by the King to think that he has a right to keep silent about an aspect of his service when he has been commanded to speak up. Such obstinacy is suspicious, to say the least.’
 

         ‘How do you explain this reticence?’
 

         ‘The man has neither honour nor principles. The little pedant was thrown very young into a perverse world. That hostess to philosophers, Madame Geoffrin, undertook his upbringing. It’s from his time in her house that he derives that artful self-confidence that can only be acquired at Court or–’ he smiled again and looked straight at Nicolas – ‘by birth. Since the departure of Prince Louis …’
 

         A scornful, almost hate-filled grimace crossed Breteuil’s face. Nicolas recalled that the ambassadorship in Vienna had previously escaped his grasp on the fall of Choiseul and that d’Aiguillon had appointed Rohan instead.

         
 

         ‘… he has considered himself to be influential and has let himself be swayed by self-delusion. He’s convinced that he’s the man best suited for the task. The Emperor and Kaunitz support this claim, but the man’s pretensions do not impress me. I’ve dismissed him: he’s leaving in a few days, on the seventh or eighth. I don’t know if that gives you sufficient time to get to the bottom of this affair. I have to say, though, that I’ve tried everything, yes, everything to convince him!’
 

         The tone persuaded Nicolas that Breteuil had used all his authority, and more. But he knew from experience that neither cajoling nor threats, nor an appeal to the duty of State, had any effect on people like that when their passions had to be satisfied. Clearly, Georgel was driven by other interests: as a Jesuit, he might even be working for the greater glory of his order. Things had taken a nasty turn, and Breteuil’s dismissal of Georgel would not make them any easier. There was nothing and nobody to fall back on, and yet, as Monsieur de Noblecourt often said, it was precisely at moments like these that exceptional assistance was most needed.
 

         ‘Do you wish to stay here with me, Marquis? Along with your … entourage, of course. By the way, have you brought the Sèvres bust for the Empress?’
 

         ‘Yes, and it’s an excellent likeness of its illustrious model. I am also the bearer of a letter from Her Majesty to her august mother.’
 

         Breteuil’s face lit up and he put his hands together in a theatrical gesture of adoration, as if in gratitude to fate. ‘So, thanks to your zeal and savoir-faire, we will have another audience at the palace. Have you been presented to the Queen?’
 

         ‘Yes, when she arrived in France in 1770 and I accompanied the King and the Dauphin to Compiègne.’
 

         That was all Breteuil would learn: Nicolas deliberately refrained from adding any further details. When dealing with members of the Court, he had learnt to keep an air of mystery about him. Intriguing his interlocutor with his terseness and never replying to unasked questions had often served him as a shield. He modestly lowered his eyes, inwardly laughing at his own mischievousness. He had scored a point, and against a clever sparring partner. As Monsieur de Breteuil was savouring all this good news open-mouthed, Nicolas thought it a good moment to tackle the other aspect of his mission to Vienna.

         
 

         ‘May I count, Ambassador, on your help in drawing up a report for Monsieur de Vergennes on the extensions to the empire, which he hopes to receive through a less exposed channel?’
 

         Breteuil gave him a stern look: the question encroached on a territory of which he considered himself the master. ‘Apart from what the minister is demanding, we are already preparing a dispatch on Moldavia and another on the unrest in Bohemia, news of which has reached Vienna. There remains the problem of getting them back to France without the risk of interception. A simple letter will be of no use. These people have no hesitation in opening and searching bags, or in confiscating them. We protest, and Prince von Kaunitz casually blames the tactlessness of his agents. Not that he’s one to ever apologise profusely, according to the ministers of the other foreign courts. In the meantime, the damage has been done! How do you plan to proceed?’
 

         ‘Allow me to keep silent on that matter.’
 

         ‘The papers will be in code, but we know, alas, what happens to our codes.’
 

         Suddenly, he rushed to the door facing the one through which they had entered and pulled it open. There was a lively exchange of words, and when the ambassador came back into the room he was red in the face.
 

         ‘What did I tell you? You see how I’m surrounded by spies. That scoundrel of a valet was trying to eavesdrop. Dismiss him, I hear you say. Alas, the next one would only be worse! Fortunately, the door is padded. Prince Louis used to receive his mistresses here disguised as priests … And for whose benefit is all this? Rohan, d’Aiguillon and their entourage, without any doubt, as well as the Austrian cabinet and perhaps even the spies of Frederick II.’

         
 

         He paused to catch his breath.
 

         ‘Marquis, I’m counting on your zeal. You reputation augurs well for the success of our endeavour. I shall immediately request an audience with Her Imperial Majesty, and as soon as I know the day and hour I shall inform you. By the way, you won’t have far to go to find Georgel. Having arrogantly rejected my offer to house him, he’s staying at the Golden Bull.’
 

         They retraced their steps through the maze of corridors to the ambassador’s office. From there, Breteuil walked him ceremoniously to the staircase, declaiming in a loud voice on the latest gossip about the actresses of Paris and the rigours of the winter.
 

         Once in his carriage, Nicolas considered the results of this interview. It was quite a success, he thought, to have mollified Breteuil, who was known to be unapproachable. He nevertheless suspected, beneath the diplomat’s honeyed words, an ill-concealed desire to impose his will. Nicolas was useful, and even necessary, to him, the commissioner’s contacts being of such a nature as not to be carelessly disdained. Now he would have to listen to Abbé Georgel, the second instrument in this discordant duo. The task had been made easier for him: he knew where to find the abbé. He foresaw a somewhat more awkward encounter with a man who was willing to risk the disfavour of both the ambassador and the minister. As a servant of the King himself, he found that quite shocking, but he understood that Georgel felt sustained by the reputation of his order and assured of the support of the powerful Rohan family, with all that that entailed.
 

         Once back at the Golden Bull, finding Abbé Georgel was child’s play. He was enjoying cakes and chocolate in one of the drawing rooms. Thanks to a mirror that covered one whole wall, Nicolas was able to observe him at his leisure before approaching him. He was short, with curly powdered hair, and wore an elegant black coat with a discreet collar that was more reminiscent of a cravat than the adornment of a priest. Clear eyes, a thin mouth between two asymmetrical furrows and a curious involuntary shrug of the shoulders made for a distinctive, if joyless, appearance.

         
 

         ‘May I disturb your collation, Father?’ said Nicolas, approaching. ‘Allow me to introduce myself—’
 

         The man looked at him coldly, his shoulder moving up and down. ‘You are the Marquis de Ranreuil, better known, I think, as Police Commissioner Le Floch of the Châtelet.’
 

         He was clearly in no way put out by this unexpected encounter, as well as already informed of everything.
 

         Nicolas felt a kind of threat hovering in the air. ‘Come now,’ he said. ‘You do not think, you know! That simplifies my task.’
 

         A thin, tense smile played over the abbé’s lips. ‘Take a seat, Marquis. The chocolate here is perfectly whipped – will you take a cup?’
 

         ‘One could hardly resist such a gracious invitation,’ Nicolas said, sitting down.
 

         He had chosen the lightest of tones, but would that suffice to allay the abbé’s very obvious mistrust? Georgel had fallen silent. Nicolas needed to find out how much he knew, but as nothing was forthcoming, he forced the issue. ‘I assume you know why I am in Vienna?’
 

         ‘You assume correctly. I understand you are to hand over a Sèvres bust to the Empress, a present from our Queen, not forgetting that little billet-doux from daughter to mother.’
 

         Nicolas appreciated neither the tone nor the content, which he considered intolerable, but he restrained himself. ‘You are well informed.’
 

         He remembered the scene at Versailles, when, apart from himself and the Queen, the ambassador Mercy-Argenteau and a few ladies-in-waiting had been present. There had been every opportunity for the thing to get out. Presumably, Georgel had his information from the Rohans.

         
 

         ‘So, Abbé, there is no need for me to waste time on the real aim of my mission: to meet you, and enquire of you, at the behest of Monsieur de Vergennes, the reasons behind your refusal to inform your ambassador about a certain grave matter.’
 

         Now was not the time to beat about the bush. He had the impression that the blow had struck home.
 

         ‘Monsieur,’ Georgel replied, ‘how can I possibly believe in your impartiality? You have just come from the French embassy. No doubt its present incumbent has been singing my praises. How could I rival that grandee, whose glitter reminds me of a stone that has no value despite its sheen? Will you believe me? Will you listen to me? Will you lend me a benevolent ear after all you have heard about my good faith?’
 

         ‘You are judging me very harshly, Monsieur.’
 

         ‘Let me tell you this: I had hoped to be treated differently, given my position, but I regret my hopes have been dashed. Despite the amenities I have enjoyed in Vienna, I desire nothing more at the moment than to revert to my original state. A diplomatic career had no other attraction for me than the satisfaction of fulfilling my duty. I was not drawn to it by inclination. But is that any reason to be treated like a paid lackey?’
 

         ‘I understand what you’re saying, but the Baron de Breteuil is upset with your lack of openness towards him.’
 

         ‘Quite unfairly! I did all that my duty demanded to prepare for his entry at Court, suffering every possible snub along the way! I shan’t even mention the visits I made to ministers and other influential people. I told him everything: my sources, my channels of communication, details of the monarchs’ characters and affections, their prejudices for or against us, and so on and so forth. I instructed him in depth on the secret liaisons of the ministers of Russia, England and Prussia, their tortuous schemes to diminish our influence, and the progress of all private negotiations relating to our interests. What more do you want?’

         
 

         ‘And what came of all that? Did he not show you any appreciation or gratitude for such zeal?’
 

         ‘At first, he appeared to respond in the proper manner. But then he ordered me to reveal the methods I had used so successfully to obtain for His Majesty the secrets of the Austrian cabinet. I couldn’t. His arrival had dried up the source, and how could I possibly have tracked down a masked man glimpsed at night who had warned me that any attempt to identify him and hand him over would not only be futile but would also put me in danger?’
 

         ‘What I don’t understand is the reason for this reticence now, when everything seemed to work so well under Prince Louis.’
 

         ‘The ambassador became extremely angry about that, forgetting himself and lashing out at his predecessor, claiming that I had espoused his cause and assuring me that he would one day take his revenge, that he would be Rohan’s minister and make him feel the weight of his authority. I replied, without going beyond the bounds of the respect I owe him, that I would inform Versailles of his conduct. Would you believe it? After that scene, thinking that I could still be useful to him, he dared to return to the attack.’
 

         ‘So,’ commented Nicolas, ‘you now consider that you owe him nothing, neither your respect nor your savoir-faire, qualities which, up until now, have allowed our Court to keep the machinations of the Austrian cabinet in check. The fact remains, Abbé, that you should consent to help me, coming as I do in good faith from your minister. It goes without saying that, under these conditions, I would be your most devoted advocate at Versailles.’
 

         The unfortunate word had escaped him, and he immediately regretted it. The abbé gave a start and threw his spoon into a bowl of whipped cream, spattering his coat in the process.

         
 

         ‘Advocate? Advocate? Did I hear correctly? Am I on trial, then, that I need to be defended? Get it into your heads, you and the others, that nothing will emerge from my mouth, that I have nothing to reveal. In four days, I shall take the coach and leave this den of iniquity for ever.’ He raised his eyes to heaven. ‘Thank God! At least our Austrian friends have expressed their sorrow at my departure. The Emperor Joseph granted me a farewell audience! Yes, a farewell audience!’ He rose to his full height, almost drunk with pride. ‘As if I were the ambassador himself! As for Prince von Kaunitz, he lavished on me attentions of all kinds!’
 

         ‘At least indicate to me how you and your informant proceeded.’
 

         ‘There is hardly any mystery about it. I’m happy to repeat it for the thousandth time. There would be an anonymous note in neat handwriting. At midnight, a masked man would hand me a bundle comprising dispatches deciphered from our King’s secret communications as well as those of the King of Prussia. This would happen twice a week. A former secretary would copy them, and then I would give them back. With that, Monsieur, draw up your statement for the defence. Your humble servant!’
 

         He walked stiffly out of the drawing room, his head held high. It seemed to Nicolas that his efforts had been in vain. They would get nothing from the abbé, at least not with his consent. Hatred combined with wounded vanity always led men of that kind to guilty denials. The confrontation between Prince Louis and Breteuil, with Choiseul lurking in the background, d’Aiguillon outraged by the insults of the Court, and the powerful Rohan family lying in wait: all this had led to ignominious intrigues that threatened the throne and the kingdom. He decided to go for a walk through the city to think about what steps to take.
 

         Once outside, he felt pleased that he had swapped his ceremonial shoes for a solid pair of boots freshly waxed by Rabouine. The melted snow that spurted at every step would have soiled his white stockings beyond repair. He wandered somewhat aimlessly until he reached the Hofburg, the Empress’s Viennese palace, which struck him as simple, even austere. It was guarded by a small detachment whose oriental uniform intrigued him. He noted that the houses were regularly numbered. Sartine had planned something similar for Paris, but had not been able to bring his plans to fruition. His steps next led him to a large square called Graben. Surrounded by richly decorated houses, this broad rectangle had at its centre a curiously carved kind of tower, adorned with the symbols of the Holy Trinity. Two ornamental ponds surrounded by wrought-iron grilles placed at either end of the square added to the splendour of the place. He was struck by the gutters jutting out from the roofs of the houses, their ends representing the heads of griffons, and spewing the overflow from the thaw. Shops abounded on the perimeter, with wooden canopies to shield them from the winter weather, but also doubtless from the heat of the sun. There was a great deal of bustle everywhere, with carriages, carts, wheelbarrows and a very varied crowd. It did not take him long to discover that, despite the Empress’s professed desire to banish prostitution from her fair city, Graben was swarming with indiscreet courtesans and their customers. At one end of the square, he stopped to gaze at a fresco painted on a blank façade, depicting a caparisoned elephant mounted by a rider holding a hook and wearing a curious conical hat which reminded Nicolas of those worn by the pagans of Asia, as seen in images sent to him by his friend Pigneau de Behaine, now a missionary in the Indies.

         
 

         At a small stand made of reeds, he bought a piece of breadcrumbed carp in a fragment of music score. This delicacy was covered in a red powder, spicy to the taste, which he much appreciated. Further on, he entered an establishment shiny with brass to have coffee while observing the customers. It was at this point that he became aware that he had been followed by two men who had not been skilful enough to escape an eye as alert as his. Indeed, so conspicuous had they been that even a child would have noticed them. Nicolas was not surprised by this occurrence. In Paris, Monsieur de Sartine had taken this practice to extremes, and the surveillance of foreigners, particularly in time of war, had attained a kind of perfection. As one of the exits from the café led to an arcade, Nicolas rushed to it as soon as he had paid his bill, then suddenly changed direction and came face to face with the two spies. Both were unwashed, and the stench coming off them was highly noticeable. Nicolas resumed his stroll, paying no further heed to the two men. He spent the rest of the afternoon visiting churches until, weary and chilled to the bone, he decided to return to the fold.

         
 

         Each of his companions had a tale to tell, except for Rabouine, who had already begun paying court to a maid in the service of a lady of quality staying at the Golden Bull. After making sure there were no eavesdroppers, Nicolas gathered the group in his room and summarised the situation. They still had four days to unmask the abbé’s informant. It was to be supposed that, whatever Georgel had said, he would make contact with him one last time. They had to discover his identity once and for all. Monsieur de Lastire, although he had joined this war council – Nicolas having been reassured by Sartine that he could be trusted – appeared uninterested in the subject of their conversation and was singing in a low voice. Somewhat irritated by his attitude, Nicolas asked for his opinion.
 

         ‘I think you’d do better to thank me for going out in this cold weather to buy tickets for the first performance of Haydn’s oratorio The Return of Tobias at the Kärntnertor theatre.’ He performed a little entrechat. ‘Just think! Christian Specht, bass, Carl Friberth, tenor, and Magdalena Friberth, soprano, in the role of Sara! A rare treat, I promise you. And in addition’ – he mimed an instrumentalist scraping his bow – ‘Luigi Tomassini on violin and Franz Xaver Hammer on cello, who will each play a concerto between the two parts of the work. I add, gentlemen, that the libretto is from the pen of Giovanni Gastone Boccherini, the composer’s brother! La la la … la la … la …’

         
 

         ‘What date is this performance?’ asked Semacgus.
 

         ‘The second of April.’
 

         ‘What? Do you imagine we’ll still be here then?’
 

         ‘Oh,’ said Lastire, ‘I’m counting on it. We’re waiting for an audience with the Empress, and she’s quite likely to take her time. And with that, gentlemen, I leave you, for I fear that my skills are of no use to you – I don’t see any charge forthcoming! Et vivat Maria Teresa!’

         
 

         They quickly made arrangements for that evening. Each of them had become aware that he had been followed. They would have to thwart this surveillance, or it might lead to the failure of their mission. It was decided that Nicolas would go out, wearing Rabouine’s clothes, on the arms of the lady’s maid, who would be softened up with a few florins. He would use the servants’ door, which was less conspicuous. Rabouine, in Nicolas’s cloak, would divert the spies, as would Semacgus. Lastire would remain in the hotel, keeping an eye on Abbé Georgel’s door, and would raise the alarm by lifting a candle at his window to warn Nicolas, who would be concealed in a doorway near the hotel. But the evening passed without incident, and although they kept watch for a good part of the night, they had to admit their failure.
 

         Saturday 4 March 1775
 

         It was quite late in the morning by the time they gathered at table. The Chevalier de Lastire was not among them. Rabouine went upstairs to wake him. After a time, he reappeared, pale-faced.
 

         ‘Monsieur de Lastire has disappeared. His effects are all gone. His room is empty!’
 

         

            Notes
 

            1. Querelle: both the name and the case are genuine.

            
 

            2. See The Nicolas Le Floch Affair.

            
 

            3. At the time, French was considered the universal language for  respectable people in Europe.

            
 

            4. Kaunitz: chancellor of the Austrian empire.

            


         


      


      

    









    

      

         

         
 

         

            II
 

            THE TWO-HEADED EAGLE


         
 

         

            From childhood, politics trains kings to dissimulate.
 

            MACHIAVELLI

            


         
 

         They were so surprised that they all fell silent. Semacgus raised his cup to his lips, put it down, wiped his mouth and only then spoke up.
 

         ‘Let me abuse the privilege of age and tell you what I think. There are two possible hypotheses, since I immediately rule out the third, which is that of a lack of courage when faced with danger. Either our companion has been abducted, or, for a reason as urgent as it is mysterious, he wished to disappear. But what do we do about it? It is for you, Nicolas, to decide. For my part, I believe that the only reasonable reaction is to ignore the incident. Let us pretend, if not that we arranged it ourselves, at least that we knew of it. And if we are the cause, who could we complain to? Our ambassador? He’s new to the post, so this is hardly the moment. The Austrians? If they are responsible for this abduction, they won’t be surprised by our silence. If it was a voluntary act on the part of the chevalier, it is not for us to report a departure of which we do not know the true cause. Let us remain calm and keep up appearances.’
 

         Nicolas was listening attentively, but seemed to be thinking a long way beyond the present discussion.
 

         ‘If he’d been abducted,’ ventured Rabouine, ‘he would have defended himself. He may love embroidery, but he’s a strapping fellow, and there can be no doubting how ardent he would be in a fight. But none of us heard any noise last night, even though we can hear everything …’ He went slightly red, although there was also an element of boasting. ‘I hardly slept last night. My room’s above his. I can assure you there was no noise coming from it.’

         
 

         Nicolas at last emerged from his thoughts. ‘Question the grooms. It’s possible he had his luggage removed while we were out. I have no memory of him telling us how he spent the day yesterday.’
 

         Rabouine was already on his way out.
 

         ‘Wait, one more thing. See if, by any chance, the tickets for the Haydn oratorio were collected by a messenger. That’s all. Anything else would exceed the limits of reason.’
 

         He grabbed a little round roll covered in cumin and started mechanically crumbling it. Silence again fell between the two friends until Rabouine returned.
 

         ‘Well?’ Nicolas asked impatiently.
 

         ‘No messengers, but I did learn one curious thing. Monsieur de Lastire’s baggage was never taken up to his room.’
 

         ‘Now that I come to think of it,’ said Semacgus, ‘I was struck by the fact that he hadn’t changed his clothes since our arrival. So he’d been preparing his departure for some time. We were all so tired when we arrived that none of us noticed.’
 

         ‘He waited until he knew our plan of action before decamping. If that is what he’s done …’
 

         ‘As for the theatre tickets,’ added Rabouine, ‘the hotel took care of those itself. They just gave them to me. And there are four of them!’ He waved four small squares of ivory paper.
 

         Nicolas shook his head, as if faced with an insurmountable obstacle.
 

         ‘That seems to plead in favour of one of my hypotheses,’ said Semacgus, looking relieved. ‘Could it be that by including himself as one of the spectators he was trying to tell us something?’
 

         ‘But what? To me, that merely adds to the mystery. What are we to tell the Baron de Breteuil?’
 

         ‘Nothing, unless he asks.’

         
 

         ‘The problem is that the chevalier is supposed to be escorting the bust of the Queen and that his presence has been announced.’
 

         ‘The audience with the Empress hasn’t yet been granted.’
 

         They were interrupted by Abbé Georgel, who graciously bowed to all of them, then walked up to Nicolas.
 

         ‘Good day to you, Marquis. May I dare to hope that you don’t hold my vehemence yesterday against me. It was that of an honest heart.’
 

         Nicolas rose, determined not to give too much away. Semacgus stood aside discreetly, taking Rabouine with him.
 

         ‘Not at all. I appreciated the fact that you said what you meant.’
 

         ‘I have come to bring you an invitation to dinner from Prince von Kaunitz, geheimer Hof- und Staatskanzler, the chancellor of the empire and the Nestor of European ministers. Having learnt through myself of your presence in Vienna he asks you to be his guest, in my company. There is one condition. He wishes to know if you are in good health.’

         
 

         ‘I think so,’ replied Nicolas, with a laugh. ‘Your question intrigues me.’
 

         ‘He means no harm by it. It is just that he is of fragile health. Even when he was quite young, it was feared that he would die. He does everything he can to avoid chills. When he was ambassador at Versailles in 1751, he dreaded nothing more than draughts, which, as you know, are common there. He has often had to withdraw from affairs in order to receive treatment. He is terrified of epidemics. He suffers from a number of chronic ailments. The slightest breath of wind makes him faint and excessive heat overwhelms him. And you should see his diet! Most peculiar.’
 

         ‘My carriage will be at your disposal, Abbé.’
 

         ‘Then we shall go in a convoy,’ said Georgel, in a sardonic tone. ‘I trust you are aware, Monsieur, what an honour it is to be invited by this great talent, who is so skilled at applying the lessons of the past to the present. His fondness for the manners and customs of the French make him the strongest supporter of an alliance which was partly his work.’

         
 

         Nicolas bowed.
 

         ‘Ah, I must also point out to you that the great man has some peculiarities and strange obsessions. He has no objection to time passing but hates being constantly reminded of it. He therefore has no clocks or watches about him and never calculates how long anything will take him. He goes to bed very late and gets up late. Once he has performed his toilet, he has lunch at four, five or six, after work and entertainment. We will therefore be there at four in the afternoon. Be prepared to wait.’ He looked pointedly at Nicolas’s travelling clothes. ‘Full Court dress, of course, with sword and wig. I shall come for you at three thirty.’
 

         He disappeared in a cloud of powder and the smell of bergamot.
 

         Nicolas shut himself in his room for the rest of the day to reflect on why he felt so dissatisfied with himself. First of all, he was angry with himself for not having foreseen the Chevalier de Lastire’s apparent defection. He had trusted him, and now he felt responsible and betrayed. This anguish made him think of his son, and he recalled the unhappy look on the boy’s face when he had returned from Juilly for Christmas. He still had no idea what had transformed a carefree young man into that vision of sadness. The fact that his gaiety had so quickly returned did not reassure Nicolas. What had happened? He found it hard to fathom and feared that he had missed something vital and had let Louis down. He vowed once more to keep a closer eye on him.
 

         Echoing this commitment, another scruple arose from deep in his heart, prompted by his sense of moral unease. In view of his son’s situation, was he not giving too much of himself to Aimée d’Arranet? Of course, his reflection had nothing to do with commonly observed behaviour. In the society around him, he saw children handled like toys or treated like miniature adults. Parents kept their distance, and affection was artificial and ostentatious. It was quite otherwise among the common people. Bourdeau and his five children were a perfect example of a loving and united family. Even Sanson, the public executioner, devoted an exclusive affection to his offspring which compensated for the forced solitude of a family marked out by society.

         
 

         His heart told him that this was the path to follow, even though the combined affections of Canon Le Floch and the Marquis de Ranreuil – not yet revealed as his father – however reserved their expression, had surrounded him with love. He began again to examine himself, just as in the old days when he had taken confession with the Jesuits in Vannes. What object was worth such passion? Could the risk be weighed up, however hard it was to define: a blind, heedless pursuit, a forgetting of others within the fortress of two bodies and two intoxicated souls? What was his son, compared with such agony? He rebuked himself. Was he not falling back, at his age, into old habits by indulging in such futile splitting of hairs? It was certain that he would suffer many more setbacks before passion waned and reason prevailed: that at least was the opinion of Monsieur de Noblecourt, who was so good at seeing beyond appearances. Perhaps all he had to do was take a deep breath, dismiss the heaviness that weighed on him, and stop himself from brooding too much and instinctively following his own bent. These common-sense thoughts relieved him and he began calmly devoting himself to his toilet.
 

         A mouse-grey coat embroidered with silver thread seemed appropriate. He thought tenderly of the late King, who had been fond of that colour. The King and his father combined in his memory as he kissed the hilt of the Marquis de Ranreuil’s ceremonial sword and buckled it on. After adjusting his wig, he looked at himself critically in the cheval glass. It seemed to him that he had grown both thinner and younger. His regular presence at royal hunts had provided the necessary exercise. Love, too, was making him take better care of his appearance. He put on his cloak.
 

         The abbé was waiting for him at the appointed time, wearing beneath his cape a silk moiré coat in a dark-purple shade, which gave him an episcopal air. Arriving at the chancellor’s palace, they were greeted in front of the peristyle by a host of lackeys carrying torches: the sky had grown darker and snow was on the way. In the light-filled rooms, the guests were waiting. Georgel took it upon himself to introduce Nicolas to a crowd which included some of the greatest names of the empire. The abbé himself was greeted with great, indeed excessive enthusiasm. He moved with ease, bowing to one, replying to the other and joking with all. His affinity with this world was clear to see, the result of his long sojourn in Vienna. His savoir-faire, his wit and his robe all contributed to his skill in flattering these ironic, haughty people. Prince Louis was much asked about, being still remembered as a man of fashion with whom this society had become besotted. It struck Nicolas that the new ambassador would have to work long and hard before he erased that image and prevailed over this nostalgia for past splendours.

         
 

         Time passed, and still Prince von Kaunitz had not appeared. Everyone sat down at the gaming tables and began playing animatedly. Nicolas wondered if, in Vienna as in Paris, the income from cards helped to pay the expense of great houses. Every family had its set of hangers-on on whom the maintenance of its way of life depended. To invite people and to divest them of their money was part of the same impulse. There were also gilded rascals here, leaning on the tables, hoping to familiarise themselves with the aristocracy and enrich themselves by cheating at faro.
 

         It struck Nicolas that all courts resembled one another, in their gestures as in their customs. The same solemn bows, the same greetings revealing a panoply of attitudes ranging all the way from disdain to adulation and from flattery to mockery. Georgel had continued to move from group to group like a fly gathering pollen. Breteuil’s fears were justified. He was alone and isolated, the butt of slanderous jibes from his servant, and his only hope was to see the abbé leave Vienna as soon as possible. Nicolas overheard a number of exchanges. The road to hell was paved with fine words which concealed others that were less affable, and Georgel’s words, circumspect as they were, nevertheless echoed with double meanings for an attentive ear. Whenever he was asked anything about the new ambassador, he immediately claimed to know little about his chief, but his very silence was clearly disparaging. His smooth, measured words seemed to say more than was actually expressed. Alternatively, he poured out a flood of exaggerated epithets that everyone received with cruel, knowing smiles. This indirect manner aroused laughter so insulting that Nicolas had to restrain himself from showing his irritation, for it was the King who was being insulted in the person of his representative. The abbé kept introducing him, exaggerating his qualities and importance. He found himself so overwhelmed with invitations that he gave up declining them: after all, he had no intention of following up on them.

         
 

         From time to time, he lost sight of his guide as the latter weaved his way from one group to another. His short stature did not make it any easier to keep an eye on him. At a certain moment, Nicolas thought he glimpsed an exchange of words between the abbé and a valet bearing a tray of barley syrup. Georgel had half turned and inclined his ear to listen to the man, who was talking to him with his head bowed. However, there was nothing to indicate that they were discussing anything important. His observation was interrupted by the noise of a cane hitting the flagstones. A double door opened, and the crowd, in a flurry of silk and satin, rose to greet the prince.
 

         As Kaunitz looked around the room, everyone bowed. Nicolas discovered, framed by an extravagant wig, the thin, spiritual face of a man on the verge of old age. The prince offered his arm to one of the ladies, and the guests walked in procession to the room where a huge table had been laid. Georgel, drawing Nicolas with him, had unhesitatingly slipped in behind Kaunitz. They all took their seats and Nicolas, sitting almost opposite the chancellor, was able to observe at his leisure that cold, stern countenance, occasionally animated by a penetrating glance. He first addressed the ladies who surrounded him, clearly knowing how to give the greatest value to even the slightest word. The food was more abundant than choice, and a valet stood behind each guest to serve the dishes that were required. Behind the master of the house stood a small sideboard, on which were vegetables, chicken breasts and fruits for his personal use. He stared for a long time at Nicolas, before finally addressing him in his slightly nasal voice.

         
 

         ‘I’m glad, Marquis, that our friend has given us the satisfaction of your presence at this table.’
 

         Nicolas bowed.
 

         ‘I know, Monsieur,’ Kaunitz went on, ‘that you are close to Monsieur de Sartine. Not long ago, I submitted a mystery to him. We were interested in discovering the whereabouts of a man with whom we were having trouble and who, unless he was restrained, might well have caused us great embarrassment. He was said to have gone to ground in Paris, where he was living under a false name. His description was supplied to the Lieutenant General of Police with a request to spare no effort in finding him.’
 

         The whole table had fallen silent, spellbound by the prince’s words.
 

         ‘After three months, only a very fleeting trace of him had been discovered.’
 

         ‘Thanks to testimony from his landlady in La Courtille, Monseigneur,’ said Nicolas.
 

         ‘I think, Monsieur, that we owe you a great deal,’ remarked the prince, his face betraying not a flicker of surprise. ‘I was also informed that the person in question had embarked for Egypt. But we were not convinced. In fact, we were sure that the man was still hiding in Paris. I did not conceal from your chargé d’affaires …’
 

         Georgel bowed to all and sundry.

         
 

         ‘… my opinion that, despite its reputation, the Paris police force was no better than any other.’
 

         ‘Monsieur de Sartine, as I can testify, was greatly upset at this judgement by one of the greatest ministers in Europe.’
 

         Georgel was blissfully nodding approval of the commissioner’s words.
 

         Kaunitz smiled. ‘But eventually he was able to meet our demands. He informed me soon afterwards that the man was in a suburb of Vienna called Leopoldstadt, at a Turkish merchant’s, disguised as an Oriental with a black patch over his left eye. All of which proved accurate: the man was found and arrested. I sent Sartine the Empress’s thanks. As for me, I was left in justified admiration at the workings of such a wonderful machine. The men who set it in motion could only be geniuses!’
 

         He raised his glass, which was filled with water, then turned to another guest. One by one he paid each of those present the tribute of his exquisite politeness. Finally, he began to hold forth. Broadly speaking, his words were more concerned with past events than with the present. After a few reflections on the misfortune of inexperience and the passion of youth, he bemoaned the all too real situation in which a man mature in both years and experience was unable to contribute his wisdom and force of character.
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