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  You speak to me from the depths of a dream As a soul speaks to the living. Like the foam on the shore, Your gown flutters in the wind. 
I am the seaweed of countless waves,  The captive of destiny’s triumph;  I am he whom the shadow  Envelops without extinguishing his heart.
My spirit resembles this island,  And my fate this ocean;  And I am the tranquil inhabitant  Of lightning and the hurricane.
I am the outcast who hides himself,  Who dreams and sings, far from the noise,  With the owl and the star,  The sombre song of the night.
Are you not, like myself,  A torch in this harsh and vile world,  A soul, that is to say, a problem,  And a woman, that is to say, exile?
Emerge from the cloud, charming shadow.  O phantom, let yourself be seen!  Be a beacon in my storm,  Be a gaze in my dark sky!
(Victor Hugo).








  
  Chapter 1
The Discovery



The pale morning light filtered through the tall windows of the National Archives, casting long golden rectangles across the worn wooden floor. Élise Dumas adjusted her white cotton gloves and scanned the endless rows of shelves that rose up towards the vaulted ceiling. The familiar scent of old paper and accumulated dust enveloped her like a comforting embrace. It was her sanctuary, her refuge from the turmoil of the modern world. 
At thirty-two, Élise had devoted the last decade of her life to these forgotten documents, these silent testimonies to lives now gone. Her colleagues sometimes teased her about her obsessive dedication, but she knew they didn’t really understand. To her, each archive was not simply a piece of yellowed paper; it was a voice waiting to be heard, a story demanding to be told.
That morning, she had been given a routine task: to catalogue a recently acquired collection of documents from an old bourgeois mansion on Rue de Varenne. The property had belonged to the Mercier family, nineteenth-century patrons of the arts whose descendants had finally decided to part with their family archives. Élise wasn’t expecting anything out of the ordinary. That was usually the case with these belated donations: a few yellowed invoices, invitations to long-forgotten events, perhaps some social correspondence of little historical value.
The first few hours passed in the familiar monotony of her work. She examined each document, noting its nature, its approximate date, and its condition. The correspondence proved to be indeed mundane: business letters, supplier receipts, and a few love notes lacking in passion. Élise worked methodically, her gloved fingers handling the fragile papers with a delicacy born of many years of practice.

It was in the seventh box that she found it.
At the bottom, beneath a thick layer of opera programmes and reception menus, lay a bundle wrapped in black oilcloth, tied with string that crumbled to the touch. Unlike the other documents, this one seemed to have been deliberately hidden, protected. Élise felt her pulse quicken slightly, that familiar tingling sensation she felt when she sensed something out of the ordinary.
She unwrapped the bundle with calculated slowness, aware that the oilcloth itself might prove fragile. Inside, she discovered a series of letters, about fifteen in total, all folded in the old-fashioned way, with broken wax seals. The paper was of exceptional quality, a thick vellum that had stood the test of time remarkably well.
Élise took the first letter and unfolded it carefully. The handwriting that met her eyes made her sit up abruptly in her chair. She recognised that hand. How could she not? She had spent enough time studying nineteenth-century manuscripts to instantly identify that energetic pen, those characteristic capital letters, those elegant loops.
It was Victor Hugo’s handwriting.

She held the letter up to the lamp to examine it more closely. The ink had faded slightly but remained perfectly legible. The date in the top right-hand corner read '15 July 1843'. The addressee’s name had been carefully erased, scraped away with what appeared to be a knife, leaving a rough patch on the paper. Someone had wanted to preserve the sender’s anonymity.
Élise began to read, and from the very first words, she knew that these letters were unlike anything she had ever seen before.

My beloved, my soul and my torment,
The hours have passed with cruel slowness since our last meeting. Paris seems grey and empty to me without the light of your presence. I walk through these streets we once trod together, and every stone reminds me of your laughter; every shadow evokes the curve of your silhouette. How could I have lived before I knew you? This question haunts me, for the life I led then now seems to me to have been nothing but a long sleep.

The tone was passionate, almost feverish, with an intensity that far surpassed Hugo’s known correspondence with Juliette Drouet, his official mistress. Élise continued reading, her heart beating faster as she went on.

I know we must be cautious, that the eyes of the world are upon us and that the slightest misstep could destroy everything. But how can caution coexist with this passion that consumes my very being? You asked me to stop writing to you, to stop seeking you out, and yet my pen refuses to obey this wise advice. I am like a drowning man who refuses to let go of the one thing that could save him, even though that very thing is pulling him inexorably towards the depths.

Élise looked up from the document, breathless. If these letters were genuine, they revealed the existence of a romantic affair completely unknown in Hugo’s biography. An affair that required absolute secrecy, one that entailed considerable risks. But with whom? And why such a high level of secrecy?
She examined the other letters, noting that they all followed the same pattern: the recipient’s address had been systematically erased. Someone, probably the recipient herself, had taken great care to preserve her anonymity whilst keeping these compromising documents. Why? Why keep these letters if they posed such a danger?
Élise stood up and paced the room, trying to gather her thoughts. She had to proceed methodically. First, verify their authenticity. Then, if the letters proved genuine, attempt to identify the recipient. And finally, understand why these documents had ended up in the Mercier family archives.
She returned to her desk and began a more thorough examination. The paper, the ink, the handwriting—everything would have to be analysed. But already, her archivist’s instinct was telling her that these letters were genuine. There was an urgency in the writing, a sincerity that could not be feigned.
It was whilst examining the third letter that she noticed it for the first time: a strange symbol drawn in the bottom margin, almost invisible, as if scribbled absent-mindedly. Élise brought her magnifying glass closer. The symbol depicted a sort of stylised flower, perhaps a rose, surrounded by what looked like Roman numerals arranged in a circle. But it was not merely an ornament.
The lines were too precise, too deliberate.
Élise felt a shiver run through her. Victor Hugo had been known for his love of riddles, wordplay and symbols hidden within his works. But this was different. It was a secret communication within an already clandestine correspondence. A secret within a secret.
She took detailed notes, carefully reproducing every variation of the symbol. Her training as an archivist had taught her never to overlook seemingly insignificant details. In her experience, it was often in these margins, these discreet annotations, that the most valuable information was hidden.
The rest of the morning passed in a whirlwind of discoveries. The more she read the letters, the more convinced she became of their importance. In them, Hugo spoke not only of an intense romantic passion but also of political events, secret meetings, and decisions that seemed to have implications far beyond a mere affair. There were allusions to dangers, to adversaries, to something that had to be protected at all costs.
In a letter dated October 1843, Hugo wrote:
What we are protecting together is worth far more than our personal happiness. It is a legacy that transcends our era, a treasure that must be preserved for future generations. I have entrusted you with the key, my love, for I know you will keep it safe even if I were to disappear. The vultures are circling around us, but they will never understand what truly lies behind our meetings. They are looking for scandal when it is history itself that we are writing in the shadows.

A treasure? What key? Élise sensed that these letters contained far more than just a hidden love story. There was a wider plot at play, something that had required the utmost secrecy and which, apparently, had outlived Hugo himself.
— Élise? Are you still here? It’s nearly one o’clock.
She turned to see Mathieu Garnier, her colleague and friend, looking at her with an amused smile. Mathieu had been assistant curator at the Archives for five years, a meticulous man in his forties who shared her passion for ancient documents.
— Mathieu, she said, trying to control the excitement in her voice, you’ve got to see this.
She beckoned him closer, aware that she had to share her discovery with someone, if only to confirm that she wasn’t the victim of an illusion. Mathieu stepped forward, adjusting his glasses, and leaned over the letters spread out on the table.
His expression changed rapidly, shifting from polite curiosity to utter disbelief.
— It’s impossible, he murmured, delicately picking up one of the letters. This handwriting… It looks like…
— Victor Hugo, Élise finished. I know. I’ve checked and double-checked. Everything points to it being genuine.
Mathieu examined the document from every angle, his years of experience enabling him to quickly assess the likelihood of a forgery.
— The paper is from the right period, he said slowly. The ink too, apparently. And this handwriting… I know some skilled forgers, but to reproduce that fluidity, that spontaneity… That would be extraordinarily difficult.
He looked up at Élise, and she saw in his eyes the same mixture of excitement and apprehension that she herself was feeling.
— I know, replied Élise. But that’s not all. Look at this.
She showed him the symbols in the margins. Mathieu narrowed his eyes, took out his own magnifying glass and examined the marks carefully.
— A code, he said at last. Or at least, something that looks very much like one. Hugo liked that sort of thing, but I must admit I’ve never seen this particular symbol in his known works.
— And read this one, insisted Élise, handing him the October letter. “He speaks of a treasure, a key, something that must be protected. It’s not just a love story, Mathieu. There’s something else.
Mathieu read carefully, his brow furrowing in concentration. When he had finished, he laid the letter down carefully and remained silent for a long moment.
— You must proceed with the utmost caution, he said at last. If these letters are genuine, they will overturn everything we thought we knew about this period of Hugo’s life. But before we do anything, we must be absolutely certain. A mistake could ruin our careers and make the archives look ridiculous.
—You’re right, agreed Élise. I suggest we start with a full analysis: dating the paper and ink, a handwriting comparison with authenticated manuscripts, and a search of the Mercier family archives to understand how they came into possession of these letters.
Mathieu nodded.
— I’ll contact the laboratory for the scientific analyses. In the meantime, you should look into the Mercier family. There must be a connection with Hugo or his mysterious correspondent. Nineteenth-century bourgeois families documented everything. There’s bound to be a trace somewhere.
— Thank you, Mathieu, she said sincerely. I don’t know what I’d have done without your help.
He smiled at her.
— Are you joking? It might be the discovery of the century.  I wouldn’t miss this for the world. But Élise, he added in a more serious tone, be on your guard. If these letters are as important as we think, others will want to get their hands on them. Collectors, researchers, people who don’t necessarily share our ethical scruples.
— Do you have anyone in mind? asked Élise.
Mathieu hesitated before answering.
— Antoine Lefèvre was here last week. He was asking questions about the new acquisitions. You know what he’s like, always on the lookout for the slightest scoop that might further his career. I didn’t tell him anything specific, of course, but he’s sharp. And he has connections we don’t have.
The name Antoine Lefèvre made Élise wince. She knew him by reputation: a brilliant but opportunistic historian who had built his career on sensational revelations not always obtained by entirely ethical means. He taught at the Sorbonne and ran a private institute of literary studies funded by wealthy patrons. A man who saw every historical document as an opportunity for personal fame.
— I’ll be careful, she promised. For now, let’s keep this between us. The fewer people who know, the better.

After Mathieu had left, Élise returned to the letters with renewed concentration. She read and reread them, taking detailed notes, trying to detect every nuance, every clue hidden in Hugo’s passionate prose.
In a particularly enigmatic letter, dated December 1843, Hugo wrote:
The garden where we first met keeps our secret within its ancient stones. You told me that your grandmother had once hidden her own treasure there and that you alone knew the location. Perhaps that is where we should place ours?
Roses bloom even in winter in this blessed place, protected by walls that have witnessed so many stories. When all is over, when we are nothing but dust, perhaps someone will find what we have preserved and understand that love and truth are the only treasures worth keeping.

A garden with roses blooming in winter, ancient walls, and a place linked to the family of the mysterious correspondent. Élise noted down all these details, aware that each could be a piece of the puzzle.
The afternoon was drawing to a close when she discovered something even more intriguing. The last letter in the bundle, dated 3 February 1844, was different from the others. Shorter, almost telegraphic in style, it seemed to have been written in haste.
My love,
I am being watched. You must take the precautions we discussed. Everything I have entrusted to you must be secured immediately. Use the path we mapped out together; follow the signs that only you can understand. If anything should happen to me, remember: the rose always points to the truth, and numbers never lie. Our story will survive, I am certain of it, even if we must vanish into the shadows.
Destroy this letter after reading it. Keep only the symbols I have taught you. They are the key to everything.

But the letter had clearly not been destroyed. On the contrary, it had been carefully preserved along with all the others. Why? Élise examined the symbol in the margin of this final letter once more. It was more complex than the others, with more elements, as if Hugo had wanted to convey a more elaborate message.
She took a sheet of paper and began to copy out all the symbols in the chronological order of the letters. As she lined them up like this, she noticed something she hadn’t seen before: the Roman numerals, when read in order, formed a sequence that was not random. III, VII, XII, IV, IX, VI...
Perhaps they were dates, or references to something else. Pages in a book? Verse numbers in a poem? Élise felt she was merely scratching the surface of a much deeper mystery.


She worked until the light faded and the guards began their evening rounds. Reluctantly, she filed the letters away in a secure folder which she locked in the safe in the special archives room. She couldn’t take them home; the rules strictly forbade it, but the thought of leaving them here, even in a safe, made her nervous.
As she left the archives, Élise was struck by the contrast between the hushed silence of her workplace and the noisy bustle of Paris at the end of the day. Cars were honking, people were jostling on the pavements, absorbed in their phones and their daily concerns. No one suspected that, a few metres above their heads, in a room filled with ancient documents, a secret over a century old had just resurfaced.
This last point was crucial. The Merciers were a family of the Parisian upper middle class, industrialists and philanthropists who had made their fortune in textiles in the early 19th century.
Élise knew the broad outlines of their history, but she would have to dig deeper to find a link to Hugo.
Back in her small flat in the Marais, she switched on her computer and began her research. The Mercier family had been well-documented, just as Mathieu had predicted. She quickly found family trees, articles on their philanthropic activities, and references in period newspapers.
It was whilst consulting an exhibition catalogue on artistic patronage in the nineteenth century that she found her first concrete lead. In 1842, Armand Mercier, the family patriarch at the time, had organised a weekly literary salon in his townhouse on Rue de Varenne. Victor Hugo was listed among the regular guests, alongside other luminaries of the time such as Balzac, Lamartine and George Sand.
But what really caught Élise’s attention was a footnote, almost insignificant. The catalogue mentioned that Armand Mercier had an only daughter, Constance, born in 1821, who had married the Count of Beauregard, a provincial aristocrat, in 1845. Constance had been known for her intelligence and beauty, and several contemporary accounts described her as a cultured young woman with a passionate interest in literature and the arts.
Élise quickly did the maths. In 1843, when the letters were written, Constance Mercier was twenty-two years old. Victor Hugo was forty-one. A significant age gap, but not unusual for the time. And above all, Constance would have had access to Hugo through her father’s salons; she would have moved in the same circles.
The answer came when Élise delved deeper into her research on Constance. The young woman was not merely the daughter of a wealthy industrialist. Her mother, who had died in 1840, was born Adélaïde de Montfort, an aristocrat whose family had close ties to the royal court. Constance herself had been raised in the most conservative circles of Parisian society and had been betrothed since her teenage years to the Count of Beauregard, an arrangement that bolstered her father’s social ambitions.
An affair between Hugo, the notorious republican and well-known political opponent, and Constance Mercier, this young woman destined for the aristocracy, would have been a monumental scandal. Not just a social scandal, but a veritable social and political disaster that could have destroyed both families involved.
Élise leaned back in her chair, her heart pounding. The pieces of the puzzle were beginning to fall into place. But so many questions remained unanswered. What had become of this forbidden passion? How had it ended? And above all, what was this treasure that Hugo spoke of so insistently?
She glanced at the time on her screen: past eleven o’clock. She ought to sleep to resume her research the next day with a clear head. But she knew she would not find sleep easily. Hugo’s letters were already haunting her thoughts; those passionate words written over a century ago resonated strangely within her.
There was something about this story that touched her personally, beyond her professional interest. Perhaps it was the intensity of the love Hugo expressed, that passion which defied all social conventions. Or perhaps it was the mystery itself, that carefully guarded secret which had travelled through time to land in her hands.
It was more than a mere ornament, more than a code of love. It was a key, as Hugo himself had indicated. A key to what? To that mysterious treasure, he wished to protect? To a truth that had required such a level of secrecy?
Élise knew she had just embarked on something that went far beyond the scope of her usual work. This discovery would change her life; she felt it with a disturbing certainty. Victor Hugo’s letters contained not only a forgotten love story but also a secret that had been carefully hidden for over a century.
And now, that secret was in her hands. The question was, 'What would she do with it?'


As she finally drifted into a restless sleep, filled with old-fashioned roses and letters that wrote themselves, Élise Dumas could not have known that she had just crossed a threshold. Behind her lay her quiet life as an archivist, made up of routine and academic certainties. Before her lay a labyrinth of secrets, dangers and revelations that would take her far beyond anything she could ever have imagined.
Victor Hugo’s lost letters had waited a long time in the shadows. Now, were they ready to reveal their secrets?






  
  Chapter 2
A Trail of Ink



The silence of the archive room enveloped Élise like a familiar cloak. She had spent the entire night poring over the mysterious letters, unable to tear her eyes away from those lines penned over a century ago. The early morning light was now filtering through the tall windows, casting golden shadows on the documents spread out before her. Her eyes burned with fatigue, but her mind was sharper than ever. 
Victor Hugo’s handwriting possessed an almost hypnotic quality. Each letter danced across the yellowed paper with fierce elegance, the ascenders rising like flames, the loops closing with the precision of a ritualised gesture. Élise had studied the handwriting of many nineteenth-century writers during her career, but Hugo’s stood out for its particular intensity, as if every stroke of the pen bore the weight of his tormented genius.
She brought her magnifying glass close to the first document, examining the subtle variations in the pressure applied to the paper. In some passages, the ink was almost etched into the fibre, revealing raw emotion, a palpable urgency. In other sections, the letters floated lightly on the surface, sketched with a delicacy that evoked tenderness, even vulnerability.
She meticulously transcribed every word into her notebook, aware that the slightest nuance might conceal a crucial clue. Hugo’s spelling, usually impeccable, showed a few curious anomalies here. Some words were deliberately misspelled, certain letters deliberately omitted or added. At first glance, one might have attributed these errors to haste or emotion, but Élise sensed that there was something more deliberate at play.
Her fingers trembled slightly as she copied out a particularly enigmatic sentence. Capital letters seemed to be placed at random in the middle of certain words, breaking the grammatical conventions that Hugo had mastered perfectly. She noted these irregularities in a separate column, convinced that they formed a pattern she would need to decipher.
The parchment itself told its own story. The high-quality paper, likely imported, bore a watermark that Élise recognised as that of a renowned Parisian manufacturer of the time. Some letters were stained, not by the wear of time, but by what looked like drops of water that had long since dried. Tears, perhaps. The idea that the great Victor Hugo might have wept whilst writing these words moved Élise in a way she could not explain.
She ran a weary hand over her face and stood up to stretch. The archive room was now bathed in full daylight. Through the window, she could see the rooftops of Paris, the city that had been the scene of Hugo’s passions and torments. Somewhere in that urban labyrinth, secrets might still be hidden, waiting to be discovered.
One particular detail caught her eye. In the margin of the third letter, almost invisible to the naked eye, was a series of tiny dots and dashes. They were so discreet that one might have taken them for mere imperfections in the paper. But under the magnifying glass, their deliberate arrangement became evident. Élise felt her heart racing.
These marks bore a striking resemblance to a primitive Morse code, although Samuel Morse had not introduced his system until 1838. Could Hugo have known of this revolutionary invention and adapted it for his own purposes?
She compared the handwriting in the letters with authenticated samples of Hugo’s handwriting that she had consulted during previous research. The correspondence was undeniable. It was indeed him. But who was the recipient of these passionate letters? No name appeared clearly. The salutations were always vague: My soul, My light, Star of my nights. Poetic terms that could have been addressed to any woman, but which, in their recurrence and intensity, suggested a deep and lasting relationship.
Élise reread a particularly unsettling passage.
 You are the only one who knows the true weight of my heart, the only one to whom I can confide the storms that trouble my mind without fear of judgement or betrayal. In your arms, I find a refuge that the world cannot offer me. In your eyes, I see reflected a truth that I dare not proclaim in the light of day.
The words carried such intense emotional weight that Élise felt almost intrusive reading them. But it was her profession, her very vocation, to preserve and understand these fragments of the past. If these letters were genuine—and everything suggested they were—they revealed an unknown facet of one of France’s greatest writers. A facet that could overturn the world’s perception of Victor Hugo.
Élise noted down every instance, seeking to understand the hidden meaning. Was the garden a real place where the lovers met? Or was it a code to describe their relationship itself, a private, cultivated space sheltered from prying eyes? The metaphor was rich with possibilities, typical of Hugo’s style, which always blended the concrete and the abstract, the material and the spiritual.
Other terms cropped up with unsettling regularity. Storm, light, exile, refuge. Each seemed to carry multiple layers of meaning. When Hugo wrote: I am in exile even in my own home, was he speaking of his emotional state or alluding to political circumstances? The writer had experienced genuine political exile later in life, but these letters dated from a time when he still enjoyed a relatively stable position in Paris.
Most fascinating was the way in which Hugo interwove the language of love with that of politics. In a particularly dense passage, he wrote:
The chains that bind my heart are of the same nature as those that oppress the people. Our inner revolutions foreshadow the uprisings to come. When we free ourselves, my beloved, it will be the signal for a wider liberation.
Élise reread these lines several times, stunned by their audacity. Was Hugo suggesting that his romantic affair was somehow linked to the political movements of his time? France in the 1840s was a cauldron of social unrest, with tensions rising inexorably towards the revolution of 1848. Hugo himself held complex political views, evolving from the conservatism of his youth towards increasingly progressive positions.
But other passages were far more obscure. Hugo referred to events that only he and his correspondent could understand. Do you remember the night of the lost nightingale? What we discovered in the hall of mirrors? The pact we sealed beneath the gaze of the waning moon? These cryptic allusions frustrated Élise as much as they fascinated her.
Without context, it was impossible to know whether these were simply intimate memories or coded references to more significant events.
One particularly intriguing element was the recurring presence of numbers. Hugo often mentioned specific quantities that seemed meaningless in their immediate context. Twenty-three roses for twenty-three days of absence. Seven candles to light our seven promises. Forty-two steps to our sanctuary. Élise began compiling these numbers, wondering if they formed a sequence or a mathematical code.
The passion that shone through these letters was undeniable. Hugo described his feelings with an intensity that rivalled his greatest literary works.
 My love for you is an ocean without shores, a fire without ashes, music without silence. You are the air I breathe, the blood that flows through my veins, the light that gives meaning to my eyes. Without you, I am but a wandering shadow, a book with its pages torn out, an instrument with broken strings.
But this passion was tinged with pain and frustration. The letters revealed the obstacles the lovers faced. Hugo mentioned obligations, duties, scrutinising glances. He spoke of the necessity of secrecy, of the burden of concealment. 
How long must we wear these masks? How long must we be content with stolen glances and stolen moments? My soul rebels against these chains, even though I understand their necessity.
Some letters contained unpublished poems, verses that Hugo seemed to have composed specifically for his beloved. Élise, whose knowledge of Hugo’s work was extensive, did not recognise any of these texts. They had never been published, nor even mentioned in the literary studies devoted to the writer. This was a major discovery in itself, quite apart from any other mystery.
One of these poems struck her particularly with its melancholic beauty:
In the secret garden where our souls speak to one another,
Far from the noise of the world and its cruel laws,
Our hearts have woven eternal vows,
Which only silence and shadow preserve.
The roses I plant there will never wither,
For they are nourished by the water of our tears,
By the fire of our kisses and their sweet alarms,
By the sacred soil of our secret vows.
Should the world ever discover our Eden,
Should it pluck our flowers to scatter them to the winds,
Know that their fragrance will outlast time,
And that our love will defy all fate.
The most recent letters in the collection took on a darker tone. In them, Hugo expressed growing concerns. 
Whispers surround us. Eyes watch us. We must be ever more cautious. I have made arrangements to protect what must be protected. Should anything happen to me, should we be separated by forces beyond our control, know that I have left clues. Follow the path I have shown you. Seek out where we have hidden our most precious treasures.
That last sentence sent a chill down Élise’s spine. Treasures? Was Hugo speaking metaphorically of their memories, or was he referring to something more tangible? And why this sudden urgency? What had threatened their relationship to the point of driving Hugo to take such precautions?
Absorbed in her reading, Élise hadn’t noticed that day had broken.
 The sun was now flooding the archive room, transforming the dust in the air into golden clouds. She straightened up, feeling stiffness in her back and shoulders. How many hours had she spent bent over these documents? She glanced at her watch and was surprised to see that it was already eight o’clock. The library would soon be opening its doors to the public.
She carefully gathered the letters, slipping them back into their protective sleeves. But before putting everything away, she took a few photographs with her digital camera, capturing the details of the handwriting, the strange marks in the margins, the variations in ink. These images would allow her to continue her analysis without constantly having to handle the fragile originals.
So the recipient had kept these letters. She had received them, read them, and decided to keep them despite the obvious risks. Who was this woman? Juliette Drouet, Hugo’s notorious mistress? But their affair was already known, documented. Why would these letters have been hidden if they were addressed to her? No, it must have been someone else, someone whose affair with Hugo had to remain absolutely secret.
Élise thought of the women who had gravitated around Hugo during that period. His wife, Adèle, whose marriage had become a mere façade as early as the 1830s. The many admirers who frequented his literary salon. The actresses who performed his plays. The circle was vast, but no obvious candidate stood out.
The link to politics particularly troubled her. Hugo was not yet the ardent republican he would become after his exile. In 1842, he was a Peer of France, relatively conservative, close to power. But his letters already suggested an awakening social conscience, a sympathy for the oppressed that foreshadowed his future evolution. And these allusions to conspiracies, to dangers, to the need to hide certain things, took on a particular resonance in the turbulent political context of the time.
Élise thought of her own family history. Her great-great-grandmother had lived in Paris in the 1840s. The few documents the family had kept mentioned that she worked as a lady-in-waiting in an aristocratic household. Was there a connection? Was it simply a troubling coincidence, or was there something deeper drawing her to these letters?
The sound of footsteps in the corridor roused her from her thoughts. She turned towards the door just as Monsieur Arnaud, the chief curator, entered the room. He was a man in his sixties, his face marked by decades spent amongst ancient books, his eyes piercing behind thick-rimmed spectacles.
— Élise, you’ve been here since last night, he said in a tone that mingled reproach and concern. I saw the light from your lamp when I arrived this morning. You know it’s not sensible to work like this without a break.
She smiled faintly.
— I know, Mr Arnaud. But with these documents, I couldn’t stop. They’re extraordinary.
The curator stepped closer, glancing at the letters. 
— I saw your note in the register yesterday. Uncatalogued letters from Victor Hugo. That is indeed unusual. Where exactly do they come from?
Élise hesitated. She hadn’t yet had time to trace the full provenance. 
— That is precisely what I need to establish. They were in a box that appears to have been deposited here in the 1920s, but without proper documentation. I’ve checked our acquisition records, and there is no formal record of their arrival.
Arnaud frowned, his expression turning more serious.
—  That’s problematic. You know we can’t work with documents whose provenance isn’t established. If these letters were stolen, or acquired illegally...
— I understand perfectly, Élise interrupted him. That’s why I need to conduct a thorough investigation before I can officially authenticate them. But, Mr Arnaud, if they are genuine—and everything suggests they are—we’re talking about a major discovery. 
— Unpublished letters by Hugo revealing a previously unknown affair.
— That’s precisely the point. The name doesn’t appear clearly anywhere. But the letters also contain other troubling elements. Political allusions, coded references, even what might be clues to a hidden treasure.
Arnaud let out a sound that was somewhere between a laugh and a sigh.
—  A treasure? Élise, you’re worrying me. This is starting to sound more like an adventure novel than serious archival work.
She felt a twinge of irritation.
— I assure you I remain perfectly objective. I am merely reporting what the letters contain. Hugo himself uses the word ‘treasure’. Several times.
The curator fell silent for a moment, thinking. 
— Very well. You have my permission to continue your research, but proceed with caution. I want regular reports on your progress. And above all, absolute discretion. If these letters are as important as you think, we don’t want to attract attention before we’ve established all the facts. The world of Hugo studies can be ruthlessly competitive.
Élise nodded, grateful for his support.
— I’ll be careful, I promise.
After Arnaud left, she remained seated for a moment, gazing at the letters. Fatigue was beginning to weigh on her, blurring her vision slightly. She knew she would soon have to go home, sleep, and regain her strength. But part of her resisted the idea of leaving these documents, as if they might vanish whilst she was away.
She thought of her own love life, or rather the lack thereof. Since her break-up with Thomas two years earlier, she had not entered into any serious relationship. She had thrown herself into her work, finding in the archives a form of comfort that contemporary human relationships no longer seemed able to offer her. Reading these passionate letters from Hugo, feeling the raw power of his emotions, awakened something in her that she had thought was dead and buried.
But this was no time for sentimentality. She had work to do. She had to establish a precise chronology of the letters, identify the political and historical references, and begin to decipher the codes that Hugo had clearly employed. Above all, she had to discover the identity of the mysterious recipient.
She opened her laptop and began compiling her notes. The first step would be to create a database of all the unusual words and expressions. Next, she would look for links to the political and social events of the time. The 1840s had been a period of great upheaval: the rise of the labour movement, debates on electoral reform, tensions between monarchists and republicans.
One particular detail continued to trouble her. In several letters, Hugo mentioned a group he called the Guardians. They present themselves as protectors of order and tradition, he wrote, but I perceive in them a latent threat, a desire to control what should remain free. They would have me keep silent, renounce you, abandon our plans. But they do not understand that certain truths cannot be suppressed indefinitely.
The further she got into her analysis, the more questions arose. Every answer seemed to generate new puzzles. It was frustrating and exhilarating at the same time. It was precisely for this kind of challenge that she had chosen this profession.
She glanced at her watch again. Nine o’clock. She really ought to leave, get some rest, and return with a clear head. But before that, she wanted to examine one last time the letter that appeared to be the most recent in the collection. Dated 20 February 1844, it had a different tone from the others—more urgent, almost desperate.
My dearest, Hugo began, events are unfolding in a way I had not anticipated. Our adversaries are more powerful and more determined than I had thought. They have eyes everywhere, ears in the walls. I must take precautions I never imagined would be necessary.
I have entrusted our most precious possessions to a safe place, a location that only you will be able to find by following the clues I have given you. Remember our conversations under the stars, the maps we studied together, the symbols we deciphered. All of this will guide you should I ever be unable to stand by your side.
Do not think I am succumbing to pessimism or paranoia. I am simply being cautious. History has shown us time and again that the powerful do not hesitate to crush those who threaten their authority. And what we possess, what we know, could indeed threaten them.
Be strong, my beloved. Be cautious. And if you must one day reveal our secret, do so wisely, at the right moment, when the world is ready to hear our truth.
Yours forever, in this life and beyond.
Élise read these lines again, feeling a shiver run down her spine. It was as though Hugo were speaking directly to her, across the chasm of time. Someone would discover these traces. Was she that person? Was it her role to reveal this long-kept secret?
She carefully photographed this final letter from several angles, then filed it away with the others. She locked the chest where she kept them, aware of the responsibility now resting on her shoulders. These documents did not belong to her personally, but she nevertheless felt she was their guardian, their protector.
As she left the archive room, she cast a final glance back. The shelves rose up to the ceiling, filled with thousands of documents, books and manuscripts. How many other secrets lay dormant there, waiting for a curious hand to awaken them? How many stories remained to be discovered?
Out on the street, the fresh morning air invigorated her somewhat. 
Paris was waking up around her, buzzing with life and movement. She walked aimlessly, letting her thoughts wander. Hugo’s words still echoed in her mind, mingling with the images of nineteenth-century France she imagined.
She stopped in front of a café and ordered a double espresso. Sitting at a table on the terrace, she watched the passers-by. How many of them carried secrets? How many hid forbidden loves, dangerous truths? Human history was woven from these invisible threads, these hidden connections that only revealed themselves long afterwards—if they ever did.
Élise felt her excitement reignite despite her tiredness. Every thread she pulled led to new leads. It was like unravelling an infinitely complex tangle, where every knot undone revealed others.
She finished her coffee and hailed a taxi. She would go home, sleep for a few hours, then head to the police archives. She needed to find out more about these Guardians, to understand the threat they posed to Hugo and his mysterious beloved.
In the taxi, she closed her eyes for a moment, letting the vehicle’s vibrations lull her. Images formed behind her closed eyelids: Hugo bent over his desk, writing furiously by candlelight; a veiled woman slipping a letter into her bodice; men in black frock coats watching from the shadows; an old map marked with strange symbols.
When the taxi stopped in front of her block, Élise paid the driver and slowly climbed the stairs
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