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About The D’Artagnan Romances

Spanning decades of French history and filled with swordplay, court intrigue, and enduring friendship, the D’Artagnan Series (also known as the Musketeers Saga) by Alexandre Dumas has inspired generations of readers. These six novels, beginning with The Three Musketeers and ending with The Man in the Iron Mask, follow the young Gascon D’Artagnan on his journey from an ambitious youth striving to join the King’s Musketeers to a seasoned veteran navigating the intricate politics of the French court. Set in the 17th century—a time of royal ascendancy, shifting alliances, and fierce power struggles—the saga skillfully blends historical events with adventurous stories.

At the heart of these tales is the deep bond between D’Artagnan and his three inseparable friends—Athos, Porthos, and Aramis. Their motto, “All for one and one for all,” goes far beyond mere words, guiding them through deadly schemes, personal rivalries, and constant dangers threatening both King and country. What starts in The Three Musketeers as a quest for honor and fame becomes, over time, a tribute to loyalty and friendship as the men grow older and face new challenges. In Twenty Years After, they reunite under the shadow of civil unrest, already more mature and burdened by the complexities of adult life.

The subsequent volumes—The Vicomte de Bragelonne, Ten Years Later, and Louise de la Vallière—explore both the personal struggles of the musketeers and the changing fortunes of the French monarchy. The heroes age, ambitions evolve, and the next generation faces its own uncertain future. Amid court intrigue and family secrets, D’Artagnan’s steady spirit endures as he strives to balance duty, loyalty, and the desires of his own heart.

The series ultimately draws to a moving close in The Man in the Iron Mask, where long-held secrets threaten to shake the very foundations of the kingdom. As these beloved characters reach the end of their remarkable careers, the final chapters resound with themes of honor, sacrifice, and the passage of time. Together, these six books form not just an epic tale of adventure but also a deeply human story that explores friendship, fidelity, and the pursuit of noble ideals.




D’Artagnan Series: Titles and Publication Years

Originally published as a serial, these novels can be divided in different ways. The breakdown below reflects the specific structure used in this series.


	The Three Musketeers

	Published: 1844




	Twenty Years After

	Published: 1845




	The Vicomte de Bragelonne

	Published (serialized): 1847–1850




	Ten Years Later

	Published (serialized): 1847–1850

	(Note: Often included as part of “The Vicomte de Bragelonne.”)




	Louise de la Vallière

	Published (serialized): 1847–1850

	(Note: Often included as part of “The Vicomte de Bragelonne.”)




	The Man in the Iron Mask

	Published (serialized): 1847–1850

	(Note: Often considered the final section of “The Vicomte de Bragelonne.”)









About the Books in the Series




The Three Musketeers (1844)

The first novel in the D’Artagnan Series introduces readers to young D’Artagnan, an ambitious Gascon who travels to Paris hoping to join the King’s Musketeers. Almost immediately, he is drawn into duels, court rivalries, and dangerous conspiracies orchestrated by the cunning Cardinal Richelieu and his agents. Amidst the intrigue, he befriends Athos, Porthos, and Aramis—three musketeers whose loyalty and bravery are as legendary as their skill with the sword.

Dumas’s lively writing carries the reader through a whirlwind of cloak-and-dagger adventures set against the royal backdrop of 17th-century France. At its core, the novel celebrates friendship and courage, enshrining the timeless motto “All for one and one for all.” Along the way, themes of honor, camaraderie, and youthful ambition are interwoven, providing the foundation for the epic journey that unfolds in the following books.




Twenty Years After (1845)

Set two decades after the events of The Three Musketeers, this sequel finds the once inseparable friends living very different lives. France is now enduring civil unrest, and Cardinal Mazarin holds power behind the throne for the young King Louis XIV. As civil war threatens to divide the country, D’Artagnan is called to reunite Athos, Porthos, and Aramis—though none are quite the same as before.

The novel delves more deeply into the characters’ personal struggles and sacrifices, exploring what happens when youthful ideals encounter the realities of time, politics, and personal challenges. Through themes of loyalty and redemption, Twenty Years After shows that even as passions fade and views shift, the bonds forged in youth can endure.




The Vicomte de Bragelonne (1847–1850)

Now older and more experienced, D’Artagnan returns to serve during the rise of Louis XIV. This volume—often seen as the first part of a narrative continued in the next two books—introduces Raoul de Bragelonne, the son of Athos, and follows the changing political and romantic landscapes of the French court in the mid-17th century.

As the old generation of musketeers grapples with the challenge of passing on their legacy, new intrigues arise among the king, his counselors, and the nobles competing for influence. The Vicomte de Bragelonne explores the shift from one era to the next while preserving the adventurous spirit and camaraderie that made the earlier books so beloved.




Ten Years Later (1847–1850)

Continuing The Vicomte de Bragelonne, this volume traces the consequences of decisions made in the French court and further development of Raoul, who stands at the brink of his own path. Louis XIV’s authority continues to grow, and political intrigue at court intensifies, drawing in both old and new characters into a dance of power and passion.

Amid these challenges, D’Artagnan struggles to balance his duty and loyalty to a monarch coming into his own, while also coping with changes among his old friends. With its mix of political scheming and romantic complications, Ten Years Later deepens its central themes of honor, betrayal, and the burden of secrets that lie behind courtly grandeur.




Louise de la Vallière (1847–1850)

Louise de la Vallière focuses on the young woman who wins the heart of King Louis XIV, beginning a romance that shocks the court. Amid personal troubles, Raoul de Bragelonne endures unrequited love and faces challenges that make him question his loyalties and his future.

As the characters pursue their conflicting desires, tension simmers within the corridors of power. Dumas skillfully blends high-stakes romance with ongoing political intrigue, showing that beneath the glitter of royal privilege there often lie heartache and sacrifice.




The Man in the Iron Mask (1847–1850)

The final novel in the series uncovers the mysteries that have loomed over the latter volumes, culminating with the mysterious figure of the man in the iron mask. D’Artagnan, along with the aging musketeers, must confront secrets threatening to upend the throne and the friendships they have cherished.

In this moving conclusion, Dumas takes up themes of identity, legacy, and loyalty as the heroes who once stood side by side face the close of their extraordinary careers. The Man in the Iron Mask provides a powerful end to the D’Artagnan saga, combining the thrill of adventure with a thoughtful meditation on time’s passage and the weight of duty.




Chapter I: Malaga

Amid the long and noisy debates between the competing ambitions of politics and love, one character—perhaps the most deserving of attention—found himself overlooked, forgotten, and profoundly unhappy. D’Artagnan—yes, we must mention his name to remind our readers of his presence—was utterly sidelined amid the dazzling butterflies of fashion. After two exhausting days following the king at Fontainebleau, witnessing the various pastoral whims and heroic-comic transformations of his sovereign, the musketeer realized he craved something more substantial to satisfy his restless spirit.

Constantly bombarded by questions like, “How do you think this costume suits me, Monsieur d’Artagnan?” he would answer with a quiet, sarcastic edge, “I think you are dressed as well as the best-dressed monkey at the fair in Saint-Laurent.” This was the kind of compliment D’Artagnan would offer when he felt no inclination to give anything more sincere; whether or not the response was appreciated, the questioner had no choice but to accept it.

Whenever anyone asked him, “How do you plan to dress this evening?” he would reply, “I shall undress myself,” which provoked laughter from the ladies, a few of whom even blushed. However, after a couple of days like this, the musketeer realized that nothing serious was likely to involve him. The king seemed to have completely, or at least appeared to have completely, forgotten about Paris, Saint-Mande, and Belle-Isle. M. Colbert was occupied with preparations for illuminations and fireworks, and for the next month, at least, the ladies had plenty of glances to give and receive.

D’Artagnan decided to ask the king for a leave of absence, using a matter of private business as his reason. At that moment, the king was about to retire for the night, tired from dancing. “You wish to leave me, Monsieur d’Artagnan?” the king asked, surprised. Louis XIV could never understand why anyone who had the honor of being near him would want to leave.

“Sire,” D’Artagnan said, “I must take my leave, as I find myself of no use to you. If only I could hold the balancing pole while you danced, that would be a different matter entirely.”

“But, my dear Monsieur d’Artagnan,” the king replied gravely, “people dance without balancing poles.”

“Ah, indeed,” the musketeer replied, his voice tinged with irony. “I had no idea that was possible.”

“You haven’t seen me dance, then?” the king asked.

“Yes, but I always believed dancers progressed from simple steps to complex acrobatics. I see now I was mistaken. That only gives me more reason to take my leave for a while.”

“Sire, I must insist you have no immediate need for my services. If you do need me, you know where to find me.”

“Very well,” said the king, granting him leave. So, we shall not look for D’Artagnan at Fontainebleau; it would be pointless. Instead, with our readers’ permission, let us follow him to the Rue des Lombards, where he lived at the sign of the Pilon d’Or, in the company of our old friend Planchet.

It was about eight o’clock in the evening, and the air was stiflingly warm. Only one window was open, in a room on the entresol. A blend of spices drifted through the air, mingling with a stronger scent rising from the street below, greeting the musketeer. D’Artagnan lounged in a large, straight-backed chair, his legs not fully extended but resting on a nearby stool, forming an obtuse angle. Both arms were crossed behind his head, and his head rested against his left shoulder, reminiscent of Alexander the Great.

His eyes, usually quick and alert, were now half-closed, seemingly fixed on a small patch of blue sky visible between the chimney tops. Just enough blue peeked through to fill one of the sacks of lentils or haricots that decorated the shop. Leaning comfortably in his post behind the window, D’Artagnan seemed to have shed his identity as a soldier, as if he were no longer an officer of the palace but instead a relaxed citizen caught between dinner and supper, or between supper and sleep. He resembled one of those strong, settled minds that have no space for new ideas, as if animal instinct guarded the gates of his intelligence, keeping any hint of thought from entering.

Night was falling; shops were lighting up, and the windows of the upper floors were being shut. The rhythmic footsteps of a patrol of soldiers on night duty echoed in the distance. Yet D’Artagnan remained lost in thought, focused solely on that sliver of blue sky. Just a few paces away, entirely in the shadows, Planchet lay on his stomach atop a sack of Indian corn, his arms under his chin, his eyes fixed on D’Artagnan, who seemed to be thinking, dreaming, or perhaps sleeping with his eyes open. Planchet had been watching him for some time, and finally, to break the silence, he exclaimed, “Hum!”

“Hum!” Yet D’Artagnan remained still. Planchet realized he needed better tactics. After thinking for a moment, he decided to roll off the sack onto the floor, muttering “stupid” under his breath. But despite the noise, D’Artagnan, who had heard all kinds of tumbles in his time, seemed completely indifferent. An enormous cart laden with stones rumbled by on Rue Saint-Médéric, covering the sound of Planchet’s mishap. Yet, Planchet thought he saw a faint smile from D’Artagnan at the word “stupid.” Taking courage, he asked, “Are you asleep, Monsieur D’Artagnan?”

“No, Planchet, I am not even asleep,” replied the musketeer.

“I hate to hear you use the word even,” Planchet complained.

“Well, why not? It’s a perfectly good word, Monsieur Planchet.”

“Of course, Monsieur D’Artagnan.”

“Well, then!”

“That word worries me.”

“Tell me why you’re upset, Planchet,” D’Artagnan prompted. “If you say you are not even asleep, it suggests you can’t even find rest in sleep; or, put another way, it means you’re terribly bored.”

“Planchet, you know I never get bored.”

“Except today and the day before yesterday.”

“Bah!”

“Monsieur D’Artagnan, it’s been a week since you returned from Fontainebleau. In other words, you no longer have orders to give, or men to review and command.”

“You miss the sound of guns, drums, and all that excitement; I, who have carried a musket, understand it perfectly.”

“Planchet,” D’Artagnan replied, “I assure you, I’m not bored at all.”

“In that case, why are you lying there like a dead man?”

“My dear Planchet, once, during the siege of La Rochelle—when you were there, I was there, we were both there—there was an Arab known for his skill with culverins. He was a clever man, though his complexion was, let’s say, similar to your olives. Whenever he finished eating or working, he would sit down to rest, just as I am now, and smoke some kind of magical leaves from a large amber-mouthed pipe. If any officers passed and criticized him for always being asleep, he would calmly reply, ‘Better to sit than to stand, better to lie down than to sit, better to be dead than to lie down.’ He was a truly melancholy Arab, and I remember him well, for both his skin color and his strange way of talking. He was very enthusiastic about beheading Protestants, too!”

“Exactly; and then he would embalm them when it was worth the trouble. When he worked with his herbs and plants, he resembled a basket-maker weaving baskets.”

“You’re right, Planchet, he did.”

“Oh! I can remember things quite clearly at times!”

“I believe you. But what do you think of his reasoning?”

“I find it logical in one way, but rather silly in another.”

“Please, go on, M. Planchet.”

“Well, monsieur, ‘better to sit than to stand’ is obvious, especially when tired,” he said with a mischievous smile. “As for ‘better to lie down,’ let’s put that aside. But the last point—that it’s ‘better to be dead than to lie down’—is completely ridiculous to me. I much prefer my bed; and if you disagree, it’s just because you’re boring yourself to death.”

“Planchet, do you know M. La Fontaine?”

“The chemist on the corner of Rue Saint-Médéric?”

“No, the writer of fables.”

“Oh! Maitre Corbeau!”

“Exactly. Well, then, I am like his hare.”

“He has a hare, too, then?”

“He has all sorts of animals.”

“Well, what does his hare do?”

“M. La Fontaine’s hare thinks.”

“Ah, ah!”

“Planchet, I am like that hare—I am thinking.”

“You’re thinking, you say?” Planchet replied, sounding uneasy. “Yes, your house is boring enough to make anyone think; you have to admit that.”

“And yet, monsieur, you have a view of the street.”

“Yes, and that’s certainly fascinating, of course.”

“But it’s also true, monsieur, that if you lived at the back of the house, you’d be even more bored—I mean, you’d think—even more than now.”

“Honestly, Planchet, I can hardly say.”

“Still,” the grocer continued, “if your thoughts are anything like those that led you to restore King Charles II—” and he chuckled with a knowing smile.

“Ah! Planchet, my friend,” D’Artagnan replied, “you’re getting ambitious.”

“Is there no other king to restore, M. D’Artagnan—are you really suggesting I be packed away like a salted hog in a wooden crate?”

“No, my dear Planchet; all the kings sit on their thrones—maybe not as comfortably as I am in this chair, but there they are.” D’Artagnan sighed deeply.

“Monsieur d’Artagnan,” Planchet said, “you’re making me nervous.”

“You’re too kind, Planchet.”

“I’m starting to suspect something.”

“What is it?”

“Monsieur d’Artagnan, you’re losing weight.”

“Oh!” D’Artagnan said, striking his chest, which sounded hollow. “That’s impossible, Planchet.”

“Ah!” Planchet replied, worried. “If you start losing weight in my house—”

“Well?”

“I might do something drastic.”

“What would you do? Tell me.”

“I’d hunt down the cause of all your troubles.”

“Ah! So you think I’m worried, do you?”

“Yes, you’re anxious, and you’re clearly losing weight. Malaga! If this goes on, I’ll grab my sword and face M. d’Herblay myself.”

“What!” exclaimed M. d’Artagnan.

D’Artagnan sat up straight, suddenly interested. “What did you say? What does M. d’Herblay have to do with your grocery business?”

“Suit yourself. Be angry or yell at me if you like; but, by the devil, I know what I know.”

During Planchet’s rant, d’Artagnan leaned in to catch every detail of the grocer’s face. He put both hands on his knees, getting closer. “Come, explain yourself,” he urged. “How could you say something so outrageous?”

“M. d’Herblay, your former master, my friend—an ecclesiastic, a musketeer turned bishop—are you truly saying you would raise your sword against him, Planchet?”

“I’d raise my sword against my own father if I saw you in the state you’re in now.”

“M. d’Herblay, a gentleman!”

“I don’t care if he’s a gentleman or not. All I know is he gives you the blues, and those blues make people lose weight. Malaga! I have no use for M. d’Herblay.”

“D’Artagnan left my house looking thinner than when he arrived.”

“How does he make me miserable, as you claim? Explain yourself, come on.”

“You’ve had nightmares for the past three nights.”

“Me?”

“Yes, you! In your dreams, you often cried out, ‘Aramis, deceitful Aramis!’”

“Ah! I said that, did I?” D’Artagnan muttered, a bit unsettled. “Yes, those were your words.”

“Well, what of it? You know the saying, Planchet: ‘dreams go by opposites.’”

“Not quite; because every time you’ve gone out these three days, you’ve come back asking, ‘Have you seen M. d’Herblay?’ or ‘Have you had any letters from him for me?’”

“D’Herblay?”

“Well, it’s only natural I care about my old friend,” D’Artagnan answered. “Of course, but not to the point of wasting away because of it.”

“Planchet, I promise I’ll put on weight; you have my word of honor.”

“Very well, monsieur, I’ll accept that. I know your word is good.”

“I won’t think about Aramis anymore, and I won’t ask you again if there are any letters from M. d’Herblay—on one condition.”

“What is it, monsieur?”

“I’m a keen observer, and just now you used an unusual oath I’ve never heard from you.”

“You mean Malaga! I suppose?”

“Exactly.”

“It’s the oath I’ve used ever since I became a grocer.”

“Very suitable; it’s the name of a dried grape, or raisin, isn’t it?”

“It’s my fiercest oath; once I say Malaga!, I’m not myself anymore.”

“Still, I’ve never heard you use it before.”

“Maybe not, monsieur. I got it as a gift,” Planchet said, winking slyly, which caught D’Artagnan’s attention. “Come now, M. Planchet.”

“Well, I’m not like you, monsieur,” Planchet replied.

“I don’t spend my life lost in thought.”

“You’re wrong, then.”

“I mean, I refuse to bore myself to death. Life is short—why not make it enjoyable?”

“You’re starting to sound like an Epicurean, Planchet.”

“Why not? My hand is still steady; I can write and weigh out my sugar and spices. My feet are firm; I can dance and walk. My stomach still works—I eat and digest just fine. My heart isn’t hardened. So, what do you think, monsieur?”

“Well, what, Planchet?”

“You see—” said the grocer, rubbing his hands. D’Artagnan crossed one leg over the other and answered, “Planchet, my friend, I’m genuinely amazed; you’re showing a side of yourself I’ve never seen.”

Planchet, pleased by this, kept rubbing his hands. “Ah, ah,” he said, “just because I’m a bit slow, you might think I’m a fool.”

“Very good, Planchet; well put.”

“Please, follow my reasoning, monsieur.”

“I said to myself,” Planchet continued, “that without enjoyment, happiness is impossible in this life.”

“That’s very true, Planchet,” D’Artagnan agreed. “If we can’t find joy—since it doesn’t come around often—we should at least seek comfort.”

“And that’s how you console yourself?”

“Exactly.”

“Tell me, how do you manage that?”

“I carry a shield against ennui. I dedicate myself to patience, and as soon as I feel boredom coming on, I find a way to amuse myself.”

“And you don’t struggle with that?”

“Not at all.”

“And you figured this out yourself?”

“Yes.”

“It’s remarkable.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean your philosophy is unmatched, whether Christian or pagan, modern or ancient!”

“Do you really think so? Then do as I do.”

“It’s tempting.”

“Just do as I do.”

“I couldn’t wish for anything better, but not all minds are alike. If I tried to amuse myself as you do, I might just get more bored.”

“Bah! Just try it.”

“Well, then, tell me what you do.”

“Have you noticed that sometimes I leave home?”

“Yes.”

“In a particular way?”

“Regularly.”

“That’s it. You noticed that?”

“My dear Planchet, when people see each other every day, they miss one another’s presence. Don’t you miss me when I’m away?”

“Tremendously; it’s as if I’m a body without a soul.”

“Now we agree, let’s move on.”

“What regular times am I gone?”

“On the fifteenth and thirtieth of every month.”

“And how long am I away?”

“Sometimes two days, sometimes three, and sometimes four.”

“Ever wondered why I go?”

“To settle your debts, I suppose.”

“And when I return, how do you find me?”

“Very content.”

“So you agree I always seem content.”

“And what do you think causes my satisfaction?”

“That your business is thriving; your purchases of rice, prunes, sugar, dried apples, pears, and treacle have done well. You’ve always had a knack for interesting ideas, Planchet, so I wasn’t surprised you became a grocer. It’s a varied and enjoyable job, especially considering the wonderful variety of natural and aromatic goods you handle.”

“True, monsieur; but you’re quite mistaken.”

“How so?”

“If you think I leave every fortnight just to collect money or make purchases. Ho, ho! How could you think that? Ho, ho, ho!” Planchet’s laugh was so hearty that D’Artagnan doubted his sanity. “I must confess,” said the musketeer, “I don’t understand you.”

“Quite right, monsieur.”

“What do you mean by ‘quite right’?”

“It must be true, since you say it; but rest easy, it doesn’t lower my opinion of you.”

“Well, that’s good.”

“No, you’re a genius. In war, tactics, surprises, or in dealing a sound blow, kings are puppets compared to you.”

“But when it comes to comfort, health, and the pleasures of life—if I may say so—ah, monsieur, don’t talk to me of geniuses; they’re just executioners.”

“Good,” said D’Artagnan, sincerely interested, “you have my full attention.”

“You’re already feeling less bored than before, aren’t you?”

“I wasn’t bored; but since you’re talking, I do feel livelier.”

“Excellent! That’s promising. I will cure you, trust me.”

“Nothing could please me more.”

“Will you let me?”

“Certainly, whenever you wish.”

“Very well. Do you have any horses here?”

“Yes; ten, twenty, thirty.”

“Oh, no need for so many. Two is plenty.”

“They’re all at your service, Planchet.”

“Perfect; I’ll whisk you away with me.”

“When?”

“Tomorrow.”

“Where?”

“Ah, you’re asking too much.”

“But it’s only fair I know where I’m going.”

“Do you like the countryside?”

“Only somewhat, Planchet.”

“Then you prefer the city?”

“That depends.”

“Very well; I’m taking you somewhere that is half city, half countryside.”

“Sounds good.”

“To a place where you’ll have a wonderful time.”

“Is that possible?”

“Yes, and even more surprising, it’s somewhere you just left, only to come here and get bored.”

“Are you going to Fontainebleau, then?”

“Exactly; to Fontainebleau.”

“And, for heaven’s sake, what are you planning to do at Fontainebleau?”

Planchet answered with a sly wink. “You have property there, you rascal.”

“Oh, it’s just a little house—nothing more.”

“I see.”

“But it’s a nice place, after all.”

“I’m going to Planchet’s country house!” D’Artagnan exclaimed. “Whenever you wish.”

“Didn’t we agree on tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow is fine if it suits you; besides, tomorrow is the 14th, the day before I might start to get bored, so let’s settle it.”

“Agreed, definitely.”

“Will you lend me one of your horses?”

“The best I have.”

“No; give me the gentlest horse. You know I’m not much of a rider, and since becoming a grocer I’m even more awkward; besides—”

“Besides what?”

“Well,” Planchet added, “I don’t want to tire myself out.”

“Why is that?” D’Artagnan asked.

“Because I’d lose half the pleasure I expect to enjoy,” replied Planchet. Then he got up from the sack of Indian corn, stretching and cracking each bone in turn.

“Planchet! Planchet!” exclaimed D’Artagnan. “I must say, no sybarite alive could compare with you. Oh, Planchet, clearly we’ve never shared a ton of salt together.”

“Why do you say that, monsieur?”

“Because even now, I can hardly claim to know you,” D’Artagnan replied. “In fact, I’m returning to the impression I had of you that day in Boulogne, when you nearly strangled M. de Wardes’s valet, Lubin. Simply put, Planchet, you are a man of remarkable resourcefulness.”

Planchet laughed, pleased with himself, then wished the musketeer goodnight and descended to the back shop that served as his bedroom.

D’Artagnan settled back into his chair, his brow furrowing into a deeper frown. The whimsical musings of Plan




Chapter III: In Which the Reader Will Be Delighted to Discover That Porthos Has Lost None of His Muscularity

D’Artagnan, sticking to his usual habits, calculated that every hour is worth sixty minutes, and every minute is worth sixty seconds. Thanks to this exactness, D’Artagnan reached the superintendent’s door just as a soldier was leaving, his belt empty. A porter in splendid livery held the door half open for him. D’Artagnan would have preferred to enter without giving his name, but that was not possible, so he obliged. Even after doing so, which should have smoothed his way, the concierge still hesitated. But when D’Artagnan repeated his rank—captain of the king’s guards—the concierge, though not entirely opening the way, at least stopped blocking it. D’Artagnan sensed that strict instructions had been given. He therefore decided to tell a lie—a thing that did not trouble his conscience, especially since his deception protected either the state or his own interests.

He explained more thoroughly, stating that the soldier dispatched to M. du Vallon was his own man and that the letter merely announced his impending visit. After that, nobody stopped D’Artagnan, and he entered without further opposition. A valet offered to escort him, but D’Artagnan refused, saying he already knew where M. du Vallon was. Since he seemed so well informed, there was nothing left to discuss, and D’Artagnan was free to proceed as he wished.

The terraces, magnificent rooms, and gardens all underwent the musketeer’s close inspection. He wandered through this more-than-royal palace for a quarter of an hour, amazed by its marvels, as countless as the pieces of furniture and the bustling servants—who were as numerous as the columns and doors. “Truly,” he thought, “this house knows no limits except those of the inhabited world. Has Porthos perhaps gone back to Pierrefonds without even stepping outside M. Fouquet’s home?”

At last, he reached a secluded part of the chateau, surrounded by a stone wall draped with a rich tapestry of thick greenery, with flowers as large and bright as fruit. At intervals along the top of the wall were statues, each posed with an air of shyness or mystery. Under the flowing Greek peplos, vestals were hidden—forms both swift and elegant. Nymphs, veiled in marble, watched over the palace with brief glances. There was a Hermes with a finger pressed to his lips, an Iris with spread wings, and a Night with a scatter of poppies. These figures reigned over the gardens and outbuildings, appearing between the trees, their white profiles standing out sharply against the dark cypress trees stretching upwards.

Climbing roses wound around the cypresses, their blossoms circling every forked branch and raining fragrant flowers onto the statues below. For the musketeer, these delights seemed the height of human art. A gentle, dreamy spirit overtook him.

The idea that Porthos was living in this perfect Eden raised D’Artagnan’s esteem for his friend. It was proof, he thought, that even the greatest of minds are not immune to the power of their setting. D’Artagnan discovered a door with a spring set into it. Pressing it, the door opened. He stepped inside, closed the door behind him, and entered a circular pavilion where only the sound of fountains and birdsong could be heard. Just inside, he encountered a lackey. “I believe M. le Baron du Vallon is staying here,” D’Artagnan said, sure of himself.

“Yes, monsieur,” the lackey answered.

“Please let him know that M. le Chevalier d’Artagnan, captain of the king’s musketeers, is here.”

He was shown into the salon and did not have to wait long. Familiar footsteps sounded in the next room; the door flew open as if by magic, and Porthos entered, throwing himself into D’Artagnan’s arms—with a kind of embarrassment that suited him surprisingly well. “You here?” he cried.

“And you?” D’Artagnan replied. “Ah, what a sly dog you are!”

“Yes,” said Porthos, grinning bashfully, “yes, I’m here in M. Fouquet’s home. I suppose you’re surprised?”

“Not at all; why shouldn’t you be one of M. Fouquet’s friends? He has many, and among the cleverest people at that.”

Porthos, ever humble, did not take the compliment to heart. “Besides,” he added, “you saw me at Belle-Isle.”

“That only makes me more sure you are one of M. Fouquet’s friends.”

“To be honest, I do know him,” Porthos admitted, a touch embarrassed.

“Ah, my dear Porthos,” D’Artagnan said, “how sneakily you’ve acted toward me.”

“What do you mean?” Porthos asked, genuinely confused.

“What! You accomplished such a grand project as the Belle-Isle fortifications without telling me?” Porthos blushed. “And more,” D’Artagnan continued, “you saw me there, you know I serve the king, and you didn’t guess that, the king—curious about the man behind these incredible works—would send me to find out who you were?”

“What! The king sent you—”

“Of course; but let’s not dwell on that.”

“Not dwell on it!” Porthos exclaimed. “On the contrary, we must talk about it. So the king knew we were fortifying Belle-Isle?”

“Of course; isn’t the king always informed?”

“But he didn’t know who was doing it?”

“No, he only suspected—from descriptions of the work—that a famed soldier must be behind it.”

“The devil!” Porthos said, “if I had only known!”

“You probably wouldn’t have run away from Vannes, then?”

“No; but what did you say when you didn’t find me?”

“My friend, I thought it over.”

“Ah, indeed; you think, do you? And what did your thinking get you?”

“It led me to the truth.”

“Come on, share your conclusion,” Porthos said, settling into an armchair and striking a sphinx-like pose. “I guessed, first of all, that you were fortifying Belle-Isle.”

“That wasn’t so hard, considering you saw me.”

“Wait; there’s more. I also guessed you were doing it for M. Fouquet, and he had his reasons.”

“That’s true.”

“But that’s not all. When I get the urge to solve a mystery, I don’t hold back; I go all in. So, I guessed M. Fouquet wanted absolute secrecy around these works.”

“And that was indeed his plan,” Porthos replied. “But do you know why he wanted such secrecy?”

“To keep people from gossiping, perhaps,” Porthos suggested. “Certainly a main reason. But also, he wanted to be generous—”

“Actually,” Porthos broke in, “I hear M. Fouquet is an extremely generous man.”

“So generous that he meant to impress the king with it.”

“Oh, really?”

“You seem surprised.”

“I am.”

“And you didn’t expect it?”

“No.”

“Well, I know for sure.”

“You’re quite the sorcerer.”

“Not at all.”

“How do you know, then?”

“Simple. I heard M. Fouquet say so himself to the king.”

“Said what, exactly?”

“That he fortified Belle-Isle for the king’s benefit, and that he had gifted Belle-Isle to him.”

“And you heard him say that?”

“Yes. He even added, ‘Belle-Isle has been fortified by an engineer, a friend of mine, a man of great merit, whom I will ask your majesty’s permission to present.’”

“‘And his name?’ the king asked. ‘The Baron du Vallon,’ replied M. Fouquet.”

Fouquet replied, “‘Very well,’ the king said, ‘you will introduce him to me.’”

“The king actually said that?”

“On D’Artagnan’s word!”

“Oh, oh!” Porthos exclaimed. “Then why haven’t I been presented yet?”

“Has the subject not been brought up?”

“Yes, but I’m always kept waiting.”

“Don’t worry, it will happen.”

“Humph! Humph!” Porthos grumbled, but D’Artagnan acted as if he hadn’t heard and moved on. “You seem to be living quietly here, my friend.”

“I’ve always liked solitude. I have a melancholic side,” Porthos replied with a sigh.

“Really? That surprises me,” said D’Artagnan. “I never noticed before.”

“It started when I began to read,” Porthos confessed, looking thoughtful.

“And I hope all this study hasn’t hurt your health?”

“No, not at all.”

“Still as strong as ever?”

“Too strong, I’m afraid.”

“Ah! I heard that after your arrival—”

“—That I could barely move?”

“How so?” D’Artagnan asked, smiling. “What was it that knocked you out?”

Realizing he had said too much, Porthos hurried to explain. “Oh, yes, I arrived from Belle-Isle on some pretty rough nags, which left me in bad shape.”

“I’m not shocked—after all, I found seven or eight dead horses along the road after you.”

“I do weigh a bit,” Porthos admitted. “No wonder you were sore all over.”

“My bones were aching, and I felt really sick.”

“Poor Porthos! So, what did Aramis do for you then?”

Fouquet’s own doctor. But just imagine, after a week, I could barely breathe.”

“What do you mean?”

“The room was too small; I had used up all the air.”

“Really?”

“So I was told. They moved me to another room.”

“And you could breathe there?”

“Much better. But I had no activity—nothing to do. The doctor insisted I not move, but I felt stronger than ever, which led to a rather odd event.”

“What happened?”

“My dear friend, I rebelled against the silly doctor’s orders and decided to get up, no matter what. So I asked the valet for my clothes.”

“You were naked, then?”

“Oh no! I wore a superb dressing gown. The lackey followed my order, and I got dressed, though everything was much too loose on me. But something odd—I found my feet had grown!”

“I see.”

“And my boots were suddenly too small.”

“Your feet were still swollen?”

“Right; you understand.”

“Pardieu! Was that the accident you hinted at?”

“Yes; I didn’t reason ahead, as you just did. I thought, ‘My feet have fit in these boots ten times before, why not now?’”

“Well, my dear Porthos, your logic didn’t work this time.”

“So there I was bracing against a plank wall, pulling on my boots with all my strength. Suddenly, both bootstraps broke in my hands and my foot flew out like a ballista.”

“You know all about artillery now, don’t you, Porthos?”

“My foot shot out like a ballista and smashed through the partition. For a moment, I thought I’d destroyed the building like Samson.”

“And the pictures, the china, the flower vases, carpets, and windowpanes—what chaos that must have caused!”

“I assure you!”

“Not to mention there was a table loaded with porcelain right on the other side—”

“Which I knocked clear across the room,” Porthos laughed. “It was something!” D’Artagnan laughed too, making Porthos roar with mirth. “I broke,” Porthos said, half-choking with laughter, “over three thousand francs worth of dishes—ha, ha!”

“Bravo!” D’Artagnan cheered. “I once smashed four thousand francs of glass—ho, ho!”

“Excellent.”

“And a chandelier fell on my head, shattered into bits—ha, ha!”

“On your head?” D’Artagnan asked, holding his sides. “Absolutely.”

“Did your head break?”

“No, my good friend; it was the chandelier that broke, which was only glass anyway.”

“So it was a glass chandelier?”

“Venetian glass!”

“A real treasure, totally unique, and it weighed two hundred pounds.”

“And it fell right on your head!”

“Directly. Picture it—a gilded globe of crystal, the lower part covered in gems, with scented oils burning on top and jets for shooting fire when lit.”

“I take it they weren’t lit at the time?”

“Thank heavens, no, or I’d have been roasted alive.”

“And did you get knocked out?”

“Not at all.”

“What, you weren’t?”

“The chandelier hit my skull—seems people have very thick bones on top.”

“Who told you that, Porthos?”

“The doctor. He said it’s like a dome strong enough to hold up Notre-Dame.”

“Nonsense!”

“True—our skulls are made like that.”

“Speak for yourself. Yours may be, but not everyone’s.”

“Maybe so,” Porthos said, puffing up. “But for me, as soon as the chandelier hit, there was an explosion such as you’d hear from a cannon, the crystal burst, and I fell covered from head to toe.”

“With blood, poor Porthos!”

“Not at all—soaked with perfumes as rich as cream. It was wonderful, but the smell was so strong I nearly fainted. You ever feel that way, D’Artagnan?”

“Yes, with lily of the valley perfume. So, you were stunned and overpowered by the scents?”

“Yes; but what’s remarkable—according to the doctor—”

“You had a bump on your head, right?” D’Artagnan guessed. “I had five.”

“Five, why?”

“Here’s why. The chandelier had five sharp gold ornaments at the bottom.”

“Oh!”

“Well, all five drove through my hair, as you see.”

“Good thing, too.”

“And they marked my skin. But here’s the odd part—these things only happen to me!” Instead of dents, I got lumps. The doctor couldn’t explain it to me.”

“Well, let me explain.”

“That would help me a lot,” Porthos said with a wink, showing his total attention. “Since you’ve been doing all manner of research and calculations, your head is full of knowledge.”

“Do you really think so?”

“I’m sure of it. So instead of anything new getting into your filled-up skull, your bones just let the excess knowledge pop out whenever there’s a hit.”

“Ah!” Porthos said, finding this far clearer than the doctor’s explanation. “The five bumps from the chandelier’s ornaments must be scientific globules forced out by the blow.”

“In fact, Porthos,” D’Artagnan said, “you felt worse on the outside than the inside. I suppose that even now, if you put your hat on without care, it hurts badly.”

“I give you my word.”

“So, my friend,” the giant concluded, “M. Fouquet, seeing how cramped the house was, found me a more spacious place—and that’s why I’m here.”

“This is the private park, isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“The park where all those mysterious tales about the superintendent come from?”

“I wouldn’t know; I haven’t had any secret meetings myself or heard any rumors. But they let me use my muscles here, so I stay fit by uprooting a few trees.”

“For what purpose?”

“To keep in practice, and so I can collect bird nests. It beats climbing.”

“You’re a real countryman at heart, Porthos.”

“Yes, and I prefer the smallest eggs—they make the very best omelette. You wouldn’t believe what a delicacy four or five hundred linnet, chaffinch, starling, blackbird, or thrush eggs create.”

“But five hundred eggs! That’s unbelievable.”

“A salad bowl can hold them all easily,” Porthos replied. D’Artagnan stared at him for a good five minutes, as if seeing him for the first time, while Porthos beamed with happiness and pride. For a while they both said nothing, Porthos smiling, D’Artagnan thoughtfully eyeing him. Clearly, D’Artagnan was leading the conversation elsewhere. “Do you find much amusement here, Porthos?” he finally asked, likely after discovering what he needed.

“Not always.”

“I thought as much. Well, when you’re bored, what will you do?”

“Oh, I won’t be here much longer. Aramis is only waiting for the last lump on my head to fade before introducing me to the king. I’ve heard the king can’t stand the sight of a lump.”

“So, Aramis is still in Paris?”

“No.”

“Then where?”

“At Fontainebleau.”

“Is he alone?”

“With M. Fouquet.”

“Alright. By the way, do you know something?”

“No, tell me.”

“I think Aramis is forgetting you.”

“Do you really think so?”

“Yes. They’re at Fontainebleau having a ball—dancing, feasting, serving up M. de Mazarin’s wine in grand style.”

“You knew they have a ballet every night?”

“Really?”

“I’m sure your dear Aramis is forgetting you.”

“Well, it wouldn’t surprise me; sometimes I’ve thought so too.”

“Unless he’s playing some trick on you—that sly fox.”

“Oh!”

“You know Aramis can be as crafty as anyone.”

“Yes, but play me a trick—?”

“Think about it: he’s keeping you here, out of the way.”

“He’s sequestering me, you think?”

“I do.”

“Can you prove it, please?”

“Easy. Do you ever go out?”

“Never.”

“Do you ever ride?”

“Never.”

“Are your friends allowed to visit?”

“Never.”

“Well then, never going out, never riding, and never seeing your friends—if that’s not sequestration, what is?”

“But why would Aramis do that?” Porthos asked. “Come on,” D’Artagnan pressed, “be open, Porthos.”

“As honest as gold.”

“Wasn’t it Aramis who planned the Belle-Isle fortifications?”

Porthos blushed. “Yes, but only the plan.”

“Exactly, and that’s all there was to it.”

“I admit it.”

“Good! I’m glad we agree.”

“He never even went to Belle-Isle,” Porthos said. “See?”

“I was the one who went to Vannes, you remember.”

“I did see you there. That’s just the point. My dear Porthos, Aramis, who merely sketched the plans, wants to take credit as engineer, while you, who built everything brick by brick, he’d relegate to the role of a simple workman.”

“Workman—as in mason?”

“Mason is it.”

“Plasterer?”

“Hod carrier?”

“Yes, exactly.”

“Oh, dear Aramis, you think you’re still a young man.”

“And yet he thinks you’re fifty.”

“I’d have loved to watch him at work.”

“Yes, indeed!”

“A man with gout?”

“Yes.”

“And down three teeth?”

“Four.”

“Just look at mine.” Porthos bared his teeth in a broad grin—teeth still even, sturdy and ivory-strong if not snowy white. “You’d be surprised, Porthos,” said D’Artagnan, “how much the king cares about good teeth. Yours convince me; I’ll present you to him.”

“You?”

“Why not? Do you think I have less influence at court than Aramis?”

“Oh, certainly not!”

“Do I have any claim on the Belle-Isle fortifications?”

“Absolutely none.”

“Then it’s only for your sake.”

“I believe it.”

“I’m the king’s close friend; just see—if there’s bad news to bring, he always sends for me to deliver it.”

“But, dear D’Artagnan, if you present me—”

“Well?”

“Aramis will be angry.”

“At me?”

“No, at me.”




Chapter IV: The Rat and the Cheese

D’Artagnan and Porthos made their way back on foot, just as D’Artagnan had originally set out. Upon entering the shop of the Pilon d’Or, D’Artagnan announced to Planchet that M. Du Vallon was among the fortunate travelers, and as the plume in Porthos’s hat caused the wooden candles suspended above the front to jingle, a wave of melancholy overshadowed the joy Planchet had anticipated for the next day. Yet, the grocer possessed a heart of gold, always cherishing the good old days—a quality that keeps youth alive into old age. So, despite a fleeting internal shiver, Planchet quickly composed himself and welcomed Porthos with a blend of respect and warm cordiality.

At first, Porthos seemed somewhat cold and stiff, reflecting the social gap between a baron and a grocer in that era. However, he soon warmed up as he noticed Planchet’s genuine kindness and attentiveness. He was especially pleased by the freedom to plunge his large hands into the boxes of dried fruits and preserves, the sacks of nuts and almonds, and the drawers full of sweetmeats. Because of this, despite Planchet’s eager invitations to head upstairs to the entresol, Porthos decided to stay in the shop for the evening, where he could satisfy his appetite and help himself to whatever he liked.

For five uninterrupted hours, Porthos indulged himself with delicious figs from Provence, filberts from the forest, and plums from Tours. His teeth, like millstones, cracked through heaps of nuts, their shells scattered across the floor, trampled by everyone coming and going. In a single mouthful, he would pull bunches of rich Muscatel raisins from their stalks, devouring half a pound at once.

In one corner of the shop, Planchet’s assistants huddled together, exchanging glances in silence, too intimidated to speak. They had never seen Porthos before and had no idea who he was. The lineage of Titans who once wore the armor of Hugh Capet, Philip Augustus, and Francis I was already beginning to fade from memory. The assistants couldn’t help but think he resembled an ogre from a fairy tale, poised to devour everything in Planchet’s shop without even disturbing a single barrel or chest. As he cracked, munched, chewed, nibbled, sucked, and swallowed, Porthos occasionally remarked to the grocer, “You run quite a business here, my friend Planchet.”

“If this continues, he won’t have a business at all,” grumbled the foreman, who had Planchet’s assurance that he would succeed him. In the midst of his concern, he approached Porthos, who was blocking the passageway from the back of the shop to the front. He hoped Porthos might move aside, allowing him to pass and perhaps distract him from his voracious feast.

“What do you want, my man?” Porthos asked, in a friendly tone.

“I’d like to pass, monsieur, if it’s not too much trouble.”

“Very well,” Porthos replied. “It’s no trouble at all.”

With that, he took the young man by the waistband, lifted him up off the ground, and gently set him down on the other side, all while maintaining his affable smile.

As soon as Porthos released him, the young man’s legs shook so much that he collapsed onto a pile of cork sacks. But noticing the giant’s gentle manner, he found the courage to speak again.

“Ah, monsieur! Please, take care.”

“What do you mean?” Porthos replied. “You’re practically pouring a fiery furnace into your body.”

“How so, my good fellow?”

“All those things are very heating for the system!”

“Which things?”

“Raisins, nuts, and almonds.”

“Yes, but if raisins, nuts, and almonds are heating—”

“No doubt about it, monsieur.”

“Honey is rather cooling,” Porthos said, reaching for a small barrel of honey that was open. He used the scoop meant for customers, swallowing a hefty half-pound in one go. “Now, I’ll need some water, my man,” Porthos added.

“In a pail, monsieur?” the lad asked, looking sincere and earnest.

“No, just a water bottle; that will be plenty,” he said, raising it to his lips like a trumpeter with his trumpet, draining it in one gulp. Planchet was a bundle of nerves, his sense of dignity and self-esteem unsettled. Still, upholding the spirit of old-fashioned hospitality, he pretended to engage in a serious conversation with D’Artagnan, exclaiming repeatedly, “Ah, monsieur, what a joy! What an honor!”

“What time shall we have supper, Planchet?” Porthos asked, clearly hungry.

The foreman clasped his hands together in anxiety. The other two ducked under the counters, wary that Porthos might fancy a taste of human flesh.

“We’ll just have a quick snack here,” D’Artagnan said, “and when we reach Planchet’s country house, we’ll have supper.”

“Ah, so we’re heading to your place, Planchet? Wonderful!” Porthos replied.

“You flatter me, monsieur le baron,” Planchet said with a hint of pride.

The title “monsieur le baron” made quite an impression on the men, who now saw someone of true status in such an appetite. It reassured them; never had they heard of an ogre being addressed as “monsieur le baron.” “I’ll take a few biscuits for the road,” Porthos said nonchalantly, emptying an entire jar of aniseed biscuits into his doublet’s large pocket. “My shop is saved!” Planchet exclaimed.

“Yes, just like the cheese,” the foreman whispered. “What cheese?”

“The Dutch cheese, where a rat had burrowed in, leaving only the rind behind.”

Planchet glanced around his shop, noting the items that had barely escaped Porthos’s appetite. He thought the comparison was a bit exaggerated. The foreman, seeing the thoughts crossing his master’s face, warned, “Careful; he’s still here.”

“Do you have any fruit?” Porthos asked as he climbed the stairs to the entresol, where refreshments had finally been announced. The grocer, casting a pleading look at D’Artagnan, thought, “Alas!” D’Artagnan half understood his unspoken plea.

Once they finished their snack, they set off. It was late when the three riders, who had left Paris around six in the evening, finally reached Fontainebleau.

The journey was pleasant. Porthos enjoyed Planchet’s company, appreciating his respectful manner and obvious delight in discussing meadows, woods, and rabbit warrens. Porthos was every inch the proud landowner. Seeing his two companions deep in conversation, D’Artagnan chose to ride on the other side of the road. He let the reins drift on his horse’s neck, putting some space between himself and the world, just as he kept a distance from Porthos and Planchet. The moon shone gently through the trees, while the fragrant breezes of the country blew toward the horses, who snorted and pranced, clearly enjoying themselves.

Porthos and Planchet began talking about hay crops. Planchet admitted to Porthos that in later life, he had shifted from agriculture to business. Still, he recalled his childhood in Picardy, running through lush meadows with grass up to his knees, playing beneath green apple trees heavy with fruit. He explained how he had made a promise to himself: once he made a fortune, he would return to the land and spend his remaining years as close to the earth as possible, where all men must eventually rest.

“Eh, eh!” Porthos exclaimed. “In that case, my dear Monsieur Planchet, you’ll be retiring soon.”

“How so?” Planchet asked.

“Well, it seems you’re on track to making your fortune quickly.”

“I must admit, we’re doing fairly well,” Planchet replied. “But tell me, what are your ambitions, and how much do you plan to retire on?”

“There’s one thing, monsieur,” Planchet said, sidestepping the question, “that worries me a bit.”

“What is it?” Porthos asked, looking around as if seeking the source of Planchet’s concern, eager to ease it.

“Well, in the past,” Planchet began, “you used to call me Planchet, just Planchet, and you spoke to me much more familiarly than you do now.”

“Of course, of course, I would have called you that back then,” Porthos replied, his good nature tinged with embarrassment. “But back then—”

“Back then, I was M. d’Artagnan’s servant, isn’t that what you mean?”

“Yes,” Porthos admitted.

“Well, even if I’m no longer just his servant, I remain as devoted to him as ever. More than that, since then—”

“Well, Planchet?” Porthos prompted.

“Since then, I’ve had the honor of becoming his business partner.”

“Oh, oh!” Porthos exclaimed in surprise.

“What, has D’Artagnan gone into the grocery business?”

“No, no,” replied D’Artagnan, snapped from his reverie. He joined the conversation with his usual quickness and energy. “It wasn’t D’Artagnan who went into groceries; it was Planchet who got involved in a political affair with me.”

“Yes,” Planchet added, with pride and satisfaction. “We handled a little matter that made me a hundred thousand francs and M. d’Artagnan two hundred thousand.”

“Oh, oh!” Porthos exclaimed, clearly impressed. “So, Monsieur le Baron,” Planchet said, “I must insist that you call me Planchet, like you used to, and be as familiar with me as in the old days. You have no idea how happy that would make me.”

“If that’s what you want, my dear Planchet, I’ll be happy to,” Porthos replied. As he leaned over to pat Planchet on the shoulder in a friendly gesture, his horse shifted unexpectedly, and his hand landed instead on the crupper of Planchet’s horse, nearly causing the animal to stumble.

D’Artagnan burst out laughing. “Careful, Planchet; if Porthos gets fond of you, he might smother you with affection—and if he does, you’ll end up as flat as a pancake. Porthos is as strong as ever, you know.”

“Oh,” Planchet replied, “Mousqueton isn’t dead, and Monsieur le Baron is very fond of him.”

“Indeed,” Porthos sighed deeply, making all three horses rear up. “Just this morning, I was telling D’Artagnan how much I miss him. But tell me, Planchet—”

“Thank you, Monsieur le Baron, thank you.”

“Good lad! How many acres of park do you have?”

“Park?”

“Yes, we’ll count the meadows later and the woods after that.”

“Where, sir?”

“At your chateau.”

“Oh, Monsieur le Baron, I have neither chateau, nor park, nor meadows, nor woods.”

“What do you have, then?” Porthos asked. “And why do you call it a country seat?”

“I didn’t call it a country seat, Monsieur le Baron,” Planchet replied, a bit embarrassed. “I called it a country box.”

“Ah, I see! You’re being modest.”

“No, Monsieur le Baron, I’m just telling the truth.”

“I have room for a couple of friends, that’s all.”

“But where do your friends go for a walk?”

“Well, firstly, they can stroll through the king’s forest, which is quite beautiful.”

“Yes, I know the forest is lovely,” Porthos replied, “almost as beautiful as my own forest in Berry.”

Planchet’s eyes widened. “You have a forest like the one at Fontainebleau, Monsieur le Baron?” he stammered. “Yes, I have two, actually, but the one at Berry is my favorite.”

“What makes that one special?” Planchet asked.

“Because I can’t tell where it ends, and it’s also full of poachers.”

“How do poachers make the forest more enjoyable for you?”

“Because they hunt my game, and I hunt them—which, in these peaceful times, is a rather entertaining picture of war on a small scale.”

As the conversation continued, Planchet looked up and noticed the houses at the edge of Fontainebleau. Their tall outlines stood out sharply against the misty sky, while the pointed roofs of the chateau rose above the irregular mass of buildings, glistening like the scales of a giant fish in the moonlight. “Gentlemen,” Planchet announced, “I have the honor to inform you that we have arrived at Fontainebleau.”




Chapter V: Planchet’s Country House

The gentlemen looked up and saw that what Planchet said was true. Ten minutes later, they found themselves on the Rue de Lyon, directly across from the Beau Paon inn. A thick hedge of elder, hawthorn, and wild hops formed an impenetrable barrier, behind which stood a white house with a steep tiled roof. Two darkened windows faced the street, and between them was a small door with a porch supported by two pillars. One step, a little higher than the ground, led to the door.

Planchet dismounted from his horse, first looking like he might knock at the door. But after hesitating, he took hold of the horse’s bridle and led it about thirty paces farther, his companions close behind. He went another thirty paces before reaching the entrance of a cart-house, lit by an iron grating. Lifting a wooden latch, he pushed open one of the folding doors and entered, leading his horse into a small courtyard where the unmistakable scent of a stable met them.

“That smells just right,” Porthos exclaimed, dismounting with a flourish. “I almost feel like I’m back with my own cows at Pierrefonds.”

“I only have one cow,” Planchet replied modestly.

“And I have thirty,” Porthos boasted, but added with a laugh, “or at least, I’m not quite sure how many I have.”

Once the two gentlemen were inside, Planchet shut the door behind them. Meanwhile, D’Artagnan, dismounting with his typical agility, breathed in the fresh air, delighted like any Parisian encountering fields and greenery. He plucked a sprig of honeysuckle with one hand and a bit of sweet-briar with the other.

Porthos pulled at some peas twined around poles stuck in the ground, eagerly eating them—shells and all. Meanwhile, Planchet was busy trying to rouse an elderly, frail peasant who was fast asleep in a shed, resting on a bed of moss and dressed in tattered stable clothes. When the peasant recognized Planchet, he called him “the master,” which made the grocer very happy.

“Take good care of the horses, old friend, and you’ll earn yourself a treat,” Planchet said.

“Yes, yes; fine animals indeed,” the peasant replied. “Oh, they shall have as much as they like.”

“Slow down, my friend,” D’Artagnan interjected, “we’re moving a bit too quickly.”

“A few oats and a good bed—nothing more.”

“Some bran and water for my horse,” Porthos added, “for it’s rather warm, I think.”

“Don’t worry, gentlemen,” Planchet replied. “Daddy Celestin is an old gendarme who fought at Ivry. He knows all about horses, so come into the house.” He led them along a sheltered path crossing a kitchen garden, then a small paddock, and finally into a little garden behind the house. The main facade, as noted, faced the street.

As they approached, they glimpsed Planchet’s home through two open windows on the ground floor, which looked into a sitting room. The room, softly lit by a lamp on the table, appeared from the far end of the garden like a serene portrait of comfort and happiness. The gentle light played across the surfaces—an exquisite piece of old china, a polished piece of furniture, and weapons hanging on the walls—all reflecting a warm glow. The lamp’s light, filtered by jasmine and climbing roses on the window frames, made a damask tablecloth glow as white as snow.

The table was set for two, with a tall cut-glass bottle of sparkling amber wine and a large blue china jug with a shining silver lid, full of frothy cider. In a high-backed armchair nearby, a woman of about thirty reclined, sleeping soundly, her face healthy and serene. A large cat lay on her lap, paws tucked beneath her, eyes half closed, purring in contentment. The two friends paused at the window, astonished, while Planchet, seeing their surprise, felt quietly delighted. “Ah!

“Planchet, you rascal,” D’Artagnan said with a knowing smile. “Now I see why you’re away so often.”

“Oh, oh! There’s some white linen!” Porthos said in his deep voice. At the sound of his booming voice, the cat jumped, the housekeeper woke up, and Planchet, putting on a gracious attitude, let his companions into the room, where the table was already set. “Allow me, dear,” he said, “to introduce Monsieur le Chevalier d’Artagnan, my patron.” D’Artagnan took the lady’s hand with perfect courtesy, as chivalrously as he would have greeted a lady of rank. “And this is Monsieur le Baron du Vallon de Bracieux de Pierrefonds,” Planchet added. Porthos bowed deeply, in a way that would have met Anne of Austria’s approval.

Then it was Planchet’s turn, and without hesitation, he embraced the lady. First, however, he made a gesture, asking permission from D’Artagnan and Porthos, which they readily gave. D’Artagnan praised Planchet: “You truly know how to make life enjoyable.”

“Life, monsieur,” Planchet replied with a laugh, “is like capital that a man should invest wisely.”

“And you certainly get excellent returns on yours,” Porthos added, his laughter booming loudly. Planchet turned to his housekeeper. “Before you,” he told her, “stand the two gentlemen who made the grandest moments of my life. I’ve spoken of them often.”

“And about two others, too,” the lady added, her Flemish accent obvious. “Is Madame Dutch?” D’Artagnan asked.

Porthos twirled his mustache, a detail D’Artagnan, ever observant, noticed. “I’m from Antwerp,” the lady answered. “And her name is Madame Getcher,” Planchet chimed in. “You shouldn’t call her ‘madame,’” D’Artagnan teased. “Why not?” Planchet asked, puzzled. “Because it makes her seem older every time you say it.”

“Well, I call her Truchen,” Planchet replied.

“And a lovely name it is,” Porthos chimed in with a smile.

“Truchen,” Planchet explained, “came to me from Flanders with her virtue intact and two thousand florins. She fled from a brutish husband who beat her. Being a Picard, I’ve always admired the women of Artois, and from Artois to Flanders is a short trip. She arrived at my predecessor’s shop on Rue des Lombards, weeping at her godfather’s door. She entrusted her two thousand florins to my care, which I’ve carefully increased to ten thousand.”

“Bravo, Planchet.”

“She’s free and well-off now; she has a cow, a maid, and old Celestin to help her. She mends my linen and knits my winter stockings. She visits every two weeks and seems to be quite happy.”

“And truly, gentlemen, I am happy and comfortable,” Truchen said sincerely. Porthos started to twirl the other side of his mustache. “The devil,” thought D’Artagnan, “could Porthos have intentions in that direction?”

Meanwhile, Truchen set her cook to work, laid the table for two more, and loaded it with every delicacy imaginable, turning a simple supper into a real feast.

Fresh butter, salt beef, anchovies, tuna, and a whole shopful of Planchet’s best—fowl, vegetables, salad, fish from the pond and river, game from the forest—all the bounty of the region was before them. Planchet came back up from the cellar, burdened with ten bottles of wine, their glass almost hidden under a thick layer of dust. Porthos’s heart lifted as he declared, “I am hungry,” and sat beside Madame Truchen, giving her the most charming look. D’Artagnan sat on her other side, while Planchet, happy and discreet, sat opposite them.

“Don’t mind if Truchen steps away from the table now and then during supper,” he explained, “she needs to prepare your bedrooms.”

Indeed, the housekeeper often slipped away, and they heard the creaking of wooden bed frames and rolling of castors on the floor above. Meanwhile, the three men—especially Porthos—feasted and drank without a care; it was quite a sight.

By the time Truchen returned with the cheese, the ten full bottles were empty. D’Artagnan kept his composure, though Porthos had lost some of his. The laughter grew ever louder. D’Artagnan suggested another trip to the cellar, and as Planchet no longer walked as straight as a well-trained soldier, the captain of the musketeers offered to accompany him. They set off, humming rowdy tunes that would have startled anyone nearby. Meanwhile, Truchen remained at the table with Porthos. As the two wine enthusiasts rummaged through the firewood for more, a sharp sound echoed—much like a kiss landing on a lady’s cheek.

“Porthos thinks he’s at La Rochelle,” D’Artagnan mused as they returned, arms full of bottles. Planchet was singing so




Chapter IX: Explanations

Aramis skillfully orchestrated a diversion to find D’Artagnan and Porthos. He approached Porthos from behind one of the columns and, as he grasped his hand, said, “So, you’ve managed to escape from my prison?”

“Don’t blame him,” D’Artagnan interjected. “It was I, dear Aramis, who set him free.”

“Ah, my friend,” Aramis replied, glancing at Porthos, “couldn’t you have shown a bit more patience?”

D’Artagnan stepped in to defend Porthos, who was already starting to breathe heavily, clearly uncomfortable. “You see, you men of the Church are skilled politicians; we soldiers tend to be more direct.” The facts are these: I went to pay Baisemeaux a visit—”

Aramis perked up at this news. “Wait!” Porthos interrupted. “That reminds me, I have a letter from Baisemeaux for you, Aramis.” He handed the bishop the letter we have already mentioned. Aramis asked to read it, doing so without D’Artagnan feeling the slightest embarrassment despite being familiar with its contents. Moreover, Aramis’s face was so unreadable that D’Artagnan couldn’t help but admire him even more. After finishing the letter, Aramis tucked it away with absolute composure. “You were saying, Captain?” he prompted.

“I was saying,” the musketeer continued, “that I had gone to see Baisemeaux on His Majesty’s service.”

“On His Majesty’s service?” Aramis echoed, interested.

“Yes,” D’Artagnan replied, “and, naturally, we discussed you and our friends. I must admit, Baisemeaux received me rather coldly, so I didn’t stay long. On my way back, a soldier approached me and said—recognizing me despite my civilian clothes—‘Captain, could you please read the name on this envelope?’ I glanced at it and saw: ‘To Monsieur du Vallon, at M. Fouquet’s house, Saint-Mande.’

The devil, I thought, Porthos hasn’t gone back to Bell-Isle or Pierrefonds as I expected; he’s at M. Fouquet’s house at Saint-Mande. And since M. Fouquet isn’t there, Porthos must be alone or, at the very least, with Aramis. I decided to visit Porthos, so I went to him.”

“Very good,” Aramis said thoughtfully. “You never mentioned that,” Porthos said.

“I didn’t have the chance, my friend.”

“And you brought Porthos back with you to Fontainebleau?”

“Yes, to Planchet’s house.”

“Does Planchet live in Fontainebleau?” Aramis asked.

“Yes, near the cemetery,” Porthos replied absentmindedly.

“What do you mean, ‘near the cemetery?’” Aramis asked, suspicion rising. “Ah, this could become interesting,” the musketeer thought.

“Yes, the cemetery,” Porthos continued. “Planchet is a fine fellow who makes excellent preserves, but his house has windows that look out onto the cemetery.” What a dreadfully gloomy view! So this morning—”

“This morning?” Aramis cut in, his excitement rising. D’Artagnan turned away and walked to the window, tapping a march on the glass. “Yes, this morning we saw a man being buried right there.”

“Ah!”

“Quite depressing, don’t you think? I could never live in a house where you can see funerals from the window. D’Artagnan, however, finds it rather appealing.”

“So D’Artagnan saw it too?”

“Not only saw it; he couldn’t take his eyes off it the entire time.”

Aramis jumped slightly and turned to look at D’Artagnan, but the musketeer was deep in conversation with Saint-Aignan.

Aramis continued questioning Porthos, and when he had squeezed every bit of insight from this enormous lemon, he tossed aside the peel. Turning to D’Artagnan, he clapped him on the shoulder after Saint-Aignan had left, and, as the king’s supper was announced, said, “D’Artagnan.”

“Yes, my dear fellow,” D’Artagnan replied. “We’re not dining with His Majesty, are we?”

“Well?—we are.”

“Can you spare me ten minutes for a talk?”

“Twenty, if you like. His Majesty will need at least that long to settle at the table.”

“Where shall we talk, then?”

“Here, on these seats if you wish; the king has left, we can sit, and the room is empty.”

“Let’s sit, then.”

They took their seats, and Aramis clasped one of D’Artagnan’s hands. “Tell me honestly, my dear friend, have you advised Porthos to be wary of me?”

“I admit I have, but not in the way you think. I saw that Porthos was utterly bored, so I wanted to do for him—and for you—what you’d never do yourselves.”

“And what’s that?”

“Speak in your own praise.”

“And you’ve done it most nobly; I thank you.”

“And I’ve also brought the cardinal’s hat a little closer, just as it seemed to be slipping away from you.”

“Ah!”

“I must admit,” Aramis said with a peculiar smile, “you truly excel at securing fortunes for your friends.”

“Exactly,” D’Artagnan replied. “I acted only with the goal of securing Porthos’s fortune.”

“I had meant to do that myself, but your reach goes further than ours.”

Now it was D’Artagnan’s turn to smile. “Come now,” Aramis continued, “let’s be honest with each other. Do you still care for me, D’Artagnan?”

“Just as I always have,” D’Artagnan answered, cautious not to overpromise.

“In that case, thank you. Now let’s speak frankly,” Aramis said. “You visited Belle-Isle on the king’s behalf, didn’t you?”

“Pardieu!”

“You intended to take from us the enjoyment of presenting a fully fortified Belle-Isle to the king.”

“Before I could take that pleasure, I should have known you intended to do so.”

“You arrived at Belle-Isle with no knowledge of our plan?”

“Of yours? Yes. How could I have guessed that Aramis had become such a skilled engineer, able to fortify like Polybius or Archimedes?”

“True.”

“And yet you tracked me there?”

“Oh, yes.”

“And Porthos as well?”

“I couldn’t have guessed you were an engineer. I could only guess that Porthos might have gone that way. As the saying goes: one becomes an orator, one is born a poet; but no one says one is born Porthos and becomes an engineer.”

“Your wit is always entertaining,” Aramis replied, his tone frosty. “Now, let me continue.”

“Please do. When you found out our secret, you rushed to inform the king.”

“I certainly hurried as much as possible, especially when I saw you moving even faster.”

Fouquet had to be prepared for anything you might tell the king. I had to make sure he was ready to defend himself against any possible threats.”

“That seems wise,” D’Artagnan replied, frowning in thought. “But why the secrecy? Why not just tell us what you were planning?”

“Because, my friend,” Aramis said seriously, “there are matters beyond our understanding. The less you know, the safer you are. I had to act discreetly because the stakes are higher than you imagine.”

D’Artagnan nodded slowly, taking in the gravity of Aramis’s words. “So you think by keeping us in the dark, you’re protecting us?”

“Exactly. In power struggles, knowledge can be a double-edged sword. It must be handled carefully.”

Porthos, listening intently, spoke up, “I still don’t like being kept out of things. It makes me feel like a pawn on someone else’s chessboard.”

“I understand,” Aramis conceded. “But sometimes, the best moves are made in silence. Trust that I have your best interests at heart.”

D’Artagnan glanced at Porthos, feeling the tension rise in the room. “Very well, but I hope you’ll tell us more as things go on. We’re in this together, after all.”

“Of course,” Aramis replied, with a hint of a smile returning. “Together, we can face whatever comes.”

Fouquet wanted to show his unwavering devotion to the king and his willingness to make big sacrifices. So he surprised His Majesty by offering him Belle-Isle. “If you had been the first to reach Paris, the surprise would have been lost; it would have seemed like we were surrendering out of fear.”

“I understand,” D’Artagnan said.

“That’s the core of the mystery,” Aramis said, pleased to have finally convinced the musketeer. “However,” D’Artagnan continued, “it would have been simpler if you had just pulled me aside and said, ‘My dear D’Artagnan, we are fortifying Belle-Isle and plan to present it to the king. Be honest—who do you really serve? Are you a friend of M. Colbert, or M. Fouquet?’ Maybe I wouldn’t have answered, but you might have added, ‘Are you my friend?’ to which I would have said, ‘Yes.’” Aramis lowered his gaze. “By doing so,” D’Artagnan continued, “you would have tied my hands. I would have gone to the king and said, ‘Sire, M. Fouquet is fortifying Belle-Isle, and quite well; here’s a note the governor gave me for Your Majesty,’ or, ‘M. Fouquet is coming to Your Majesty to explain everything.’ I wouldn’t have found myself in such a ridiculous position; you would have enjoyed the surprise that was so long planned, and we wouldn’t have had to eye each other with suspicion when we met.”

“On the contrary,” Aramis replied, “you have acted very much as a friend to M. Colbert.”

“And you really consider yourself his friend, I suppose?”

“Not at all!” the captain exclaimed. “M. Colbert is contemptible, and I loathe him as I once loathed Mazarin—though I’m no longer afraid of him.”

“Well, then,” Aramis replied, “I have great affection for M. Fouquet, and his interests align with mine. You know my situation: I have no property or resources at all.” M. Fouquet has given me several incomes, including a bishopric. He has been nothing if not generous, providing for me as only a truly kind-hearted man can. I know the world well enough to recognize real kindness when I see it. M. Fouquet has earned my loyalty, and I have dedicated myself to serving him.

“You couldn’t hope for a better situation. You’ll find him a most generous master.”

Aramis bit his lip, then said, “The best one could wish for.” He fell quiet for a moment, giving D’Artagnan the courtesy of silence.

“I suppose you know how Porthos got involved in all this?”

“No,” D’Artagnan replied. “I’m curious, of course, but I never pry into a friend’s secrets.”

“Well, then, let me tell you.”

“It’s hardly worth the effort if the confidence is supposed to bind me.”

“Oh, don’t worry. There’s no one I care for more than Porthos. His simplicity and good nature are charming. He’s so straightforward in all things. Since becoming a bishop, I look for genuine souls, those who inspire my love for truth and my dislike of intrigue.”

D’Artagnan stroked his mustache, saying nothing.

“I sought out Porthos again, reviving our friendship. With so much idle time, his company brought back memories of happier days without dragging me into present troubles. I had Porthos come to Vannes.” M. Fouquet, who thinks highly of me, recently became aware of my old friendship with Porthos. He’s promised Porthos a promotion at the earliest chance, and that’s the whole story.”

“I won’t betray your confidence,” D’Artagnan replied.

“I know you won’t, my dear friend; no one has a finer sense of honor than you.”

“I appreciate your thinking so, Aramis.”

“And now”—the prelate fixed a sharp gaze on him—“let’s talk about ourselves. Will you become one of M. Fouquet’s friends? Please, hear me out before you answer.”

“I’m listening.”

“Will you accept the title of Marshal of France, become a peer, a duke, and hold a duchy, along with a fortune of a million francs?”

“But, my friend,” D’Artagnan replied, “what must a man do to earn all that?”

“Simply side with M. Fouquet.”

“But I’m already loyal to the king.”

“Not exclusively, I suppose.”

“Oh!

“A D’Artagnan can’t be divided.”

“You have ambitions, I suppose, as noble souls often do.”

“Yes, I certainly do.”

“Well?”

“Well! I wish to be a marshal; the king will make me one, and a duke, a peer; the king will grant me those honors.”

Aramis gave D’Artagnan a searching look. “Isn’t the king the master?” D’Artagnan answered, “No one disputes that; but Louis XIII was a master too.”

“Oh! My friend, there’s a vast difference between Richelieu and Louis XIII.”

“D’Artagnan,” said the musketeer quietly. “There are many obstacles around the king,” Aramis replied. “But not for the king himself.”

“Maybe not; still—”

“One moment, Aramis. I notice that everyone thinks only of themselves and never of our poor prince. I’ll stand by him, whatever happens.”

“And what if you meet with ingratitude?”

“Only the weak fear that.”

“Are you truly confident in yourself?”

“I believe I am.”

“But the king may one day have no more use for you!”

“On the contrary, I think his need for me will soon be greater than ever. Listen, my friend: if someone new like the Prince de Condé must be arrested, who else could do it? Only I—only I in all of France!” D’Artagnan struck his sword on the mosaic floor, the sound echoing ominously.

“You’re right,” Aramis said, turning pale. He then got up and grasped D’Artagnan’s hand.

“That’s the last call for supper,” said the captain of the musketeers. “Will you excuse me?”

Aramis put his arm around the musketeer’s shoulders and said, “A friend like you is the most brilliant jewel in the royal crown.” With that, they parted.

“I was right,” D’Artagnan mused. “Something very serious is brewing.”

“We must hurry the explosion,” whispered the soon-to-be cardinal, “for D’Artagnan has uncovered the existence of a plot.”




Chapter X: Madame and De Guiche

It will be remembered how Comte de Guiche left the queen-mother’s apartments on the day Louis XIV presented La Vallière with the beautiful bracelets he had won in the lottery. The comte paced restlessly outside the palace, consumed by a storm of suspicions and anxieties. After a while, he paused on the terrace opposite the grove of trees, waiting for Madame’s departure.

More than half an hour had passed, and as he found himself alone at that moment, De Guiche could hardly think of anything pleasant. He took out his writing tablet and, after much hesitation, wrote the following words: “Madame, I beg you to permit me a moment of your time. Please do not be alarmed by this request; it contains nothing that opposes the deep respect with which I remain, etc., etc.”

He had just signed and folded this somewhat unusual love letter when he noticed several ladies leaving the chateau, followed by a number of courtiers—nearly everyone from the queen’s circle. He spotted La Vallière and then saw Montalais conversing with Malicorne. He watched as the last of the many guests who had recently filled the queen-mother’s cabinet departed. Madame herself had not yet left, but she would soon need to cross the courtyard to reach her own apartments. From his terrace vantage, De Guiche could see everything taking place below. At last, he saw Madame appear, accompanied by two pages carrying torches ahead of her.

She walked quickly, and as soon as she reached the door, she said: “Someone needs to go look for De Guiche. He has to report back on a mission I gave him. If he’s available, please ask him to come to my apartment.”

De Guiche stayed silent, hidden in the dark. But as soon as Madame left, he hurried down the steps from the terrace, adopting a casual air so that the pages heading toward his quarters might see him. “Ah! So it’s Madame who is looking for me!” he thought, overwhelmed, as he crumpled the now useless letter in his hand.

“Monsieur le Comte,” one of the pages said as he approached, “we are fortunate to have found you.”

“Why is that, gentlemen?”

“A message from Madame.”

“From Madame?” De Guiche replied, pretending to be surprised.

“Yes, Monsieur.”

“Le Comte, Her Royal Highness has been asking for you. She expects to hear the results of the commission you were assigned. Are you free?”

“I am entirely at Her Royal Highness’s service.”

“Then please, follow us.”

As De Guiche entered the princess’s chambers, he noticed her pale complexion and obvious agitation. Montalais stood by the door, clearly anxious about her mistress’s state of mind. Upon seeing De Guiche, Madame said, “Ah! Is that you, Monsieur de Guiche? Please, come in.”

“Mademoiselle de Montalais, I no longer need you here.”

Montalais, more bewildered than ever, curtsied and left the room. De Guiche and the princess were now alone. The comte had every advantage; after all, it was Madame who had summoned him for this meeting. But how could he use this advantage? Madame was famously unpredictable, her moods changing swiftly. This became clear when she suddenly started the conversation: “Well! Do you have nothing to say to me?”

He imagined she must have sensed his thoughts; he fancied—those in love often do, as credulous and blind as poets or prophets—that she understood the depth of his longing to see her, as well as the issue that filled his mind. “Yes, Madame,” he replied, “and I find it quite strange.”

“The affair of the bracelets,” she said eagerly. “You mean that, don’t you?”

“Yes, Madame.”

“And you think the king is in love, don’t you?”

Guiche looked at her for a moment; her eyes dropped under his gaze, which seemed to see into her very heart. “I think,” he said, “that the king may be trying to provoke someone. If that weren’t the case, he wouldn’t be so persistent in his attentions; he wouldn’t risk compromising a young girl who has not yet been gossiped about.”

“Indeed! The bold, shameless girl,” the princess said proudly.

“I can assure you, your royal highness,” De Guiche replied, his tone firm yet respectful, “that Mademoiselle de la Vallière is loved by a man who deserves all respect, for he is a brave and honorable gentleman.”

“Bragelonne?”

“My friend, yes, Madame.”

“Well, and even if he is your friend, what does that matter to the king?”

“The king knows that Bragelonne is engaged to Mademoiselle de la Vallière, and since Raoul has served the king honorably, he would not cause him an irreparable injury.”

Madame began to laugh in a way that sent a chill through De Guiche.

“I still believe, Madame, that I do not think the king is in love with Mademoiselle de la Vallière. The proof of my disbelief is that I was about to ask you whose amour propre the king is likely trying to offend.”

“You, who know the whole court so well, might be able to help me figure that out. Surely, you can do so with more certainty, as it is well known that your royal highness enjoys a close friendship with the king.”

Madame bit her lip, unable to give a satisfactory reply, and quickly changed the topic. “Prove to me,” she said, fixing him with one of those piercing gazes that seemed to draw the very essence of her soul into her eyes, “prove to me that you intended to question me at the very moment I sent for you.”

De Guiche solemnly produced the crumpled note he had written and handed it to her. “Sympathy,” she said.

“Yes,” replied the comte, his voice filled with an indescribable tenderness, “sympathy. I have explained to you how and why I sought you; now, however, you must tell me, Madame, why you called for me.”

“True,” the princess admitted. She hesitated, then suddenly cried out, “Those bracelets will drive me mad.”

“You expected the king to give them to you,” De Guiche replied.

“Why not?”

“But before you, Madame—before you, his sister-in-law—wasn’t there the queen herself to whom the king should have given them?”

“Before La Vallière,” the princess exclaimed, deeply hurt, “could he not have offered them to me? Wasn’t there the entire court to choose from?”

“I assure you, Madame,” the comte replied respectfully, “if anyone heard you talk this way, if they saw how red your eyes are and, Heaven forgive me, that tear trembling on your eyelid, they would say your royal highness is jealous.”

“Jealous!” the princess replied haughtily. “Jealous of La Vallière!”

She expected De Guiche to shy away under her harsh gesture and proud tone, but he answered simply and boldly, “Jealous of La Vallière; yes, Madame.”

“Am I to suppose, monsieur,” she stammered, “that you mean to insult me?”

“That is not my intention, Madame,” the comte replied, slightly agitated but determined to stay calm.

“Leave the room!” the princess commanded, thoroughly exasperated. De Guiche’s calm manner and silent respect had completely unraveled her temper. He stepped back, bowed slowly yet respectfully




Chapter XI: Montalais and Malicorne

Montalais was right. M. de Guiche, summoned from all sides, found himself overwhelmed by the sheer volume of demands, risking neglecting them altogether. It was a curious twist of fate that, despite her wounded pride and simmering anger, Madame could not, at least for the moment, reproach Montalais for so boldly defying the semi-royal order under which she had dismissed him upon De Guiche’s arrival.

De Guiche, too, had lost his composure—or rather, he had already lost it before Montalais appeared. The instant he heard the young girl’s voice, he abandoned all decorum, fleeing from Madame without so much as a proper farewell, a courtesy expected even among those of equal rank. His heart raced and his mind was in turmoil as he left the princess, who stood with one hand raised, as if to bid him farewell.

Montalais had no trouble noticing the agitation of the two lovers—the one who fled was clearly distressed, and the one who remained felt it just as deeply. “Well,” she murmured, glancing around with curiosity, “this time, at least, I think I know as much as any inquisitive woman could wish to know.” Madame, feeling the weight of Montalais’s probing gaze, was so flustered that she didn’t utter a word to her maid of honor. Instead, she cast her eyes downward and quickly retreated to her bedroom.

Montalais, observing this, paused to listen for a moment before hearing the unmistakable sound of Madame locking and bolting her door. With that, she realized the rest of the evening was hers to command. Making a dismissive gesture behind the now-closed door, she descended the staircase in search of Malicorne, who was engrossed in watching a dusty courier just emerging from the Comte de Guiche’s apartments.

Understanding that Malicorne was preoccupied with something significant, Montalais allowed him to stretch his neck and observe for as long as he wished. It was only when he finally returned to his usual stance that she gently touched him on the shoulder. “Well,” she said, “what’s the latest news?”

“De Guiche is in love with Madame.”

“That’s quite the revelation! I have something even more recent.”

“Oh? What do you know?”

“Madame is in love with M. de Guiche.”

“Ah, one leads to the other.”

“Not always, my dear monsieur.”

“Is that comment directed at me?”

“Of course, present company excluded.”

“Thank you,” Malicorne replied. “And what else is happening?”

“The king wanted to see Mademoiselle de la Vallière this evening after the lottery.”

“Well, did he see her?”

“No, not at all!”

“What do you mean?”

“The door was shut and locked.”

“So that means—”

“—the king had to leave, looking quite sheepish, like a thief who forgot his crowbar.”

“Good.”

“And what about the third piece of news?” Montalais asked. “The courier who just arrived for De Guiche came from M. de Bragelonne.”

“Excellent!” Montalais exclaimed, clapping her hands together.

“Why is that?”

“Because we have work to do. If we tire ourselves now, something unfortunate is bound to happen.”

“We should divide the tasks, then,” Malicorne suggested, “to avoid any confusion.”

“Nothing could be easier,” Montalais replied. “With three intrigues, carefully nurtured and encouraged, we can expect, on average, three love letters a day.”

“Oh!” Malicorne exclaimed, shrugging his shoulders. “You can’t be serious, my dear. Three letters a day might suffice for sentimental commoners. A musketeer on duty and a young girl in a convent might exchange letters with their lovers once a day, perhaps from the top of a ladder or through a hole in the wall. A letter holds all the poetry their poor little hearts can muster. But the situations we’re dealing with require a different approach.”

“Well, go on,” Montalais said, her patience wearing thin.

“Someone might arrive.”

“Finish! I’m just getting started. I still have three points left to address.”

“Honestly, he will be the death of me with his Flemish indifference,” Montalais exclaimed. “And you’ll drive me mad with your Italian exuberance. I was about to say that our lovers here will be writing volumes to each other. But what are you getting at?”

“At this.”

“None of our lady correspondents will be able to keep the letters they receive.”

“Very likely.”

“M. de Guiche won’t be able to keep his either.”

“That seems probable.”

“Then I’ll take care of everything.”

“That’s precisely what’s impossible,” Malicorne replied. “Why is that?”

“Because you aren’t your own mistress; your room belongs as much to La Vallière as it does to you. There are certain people who wouldn’t hesitate to visit and search a maid of honor’s quarters. I’m particularly wary of the queen, who is as jealous as a Spaniard, the queen-mother, who is even more jealous than a pair of Spaniards, and finally, Madame herself, who has enough jealousy for ten Spaniards.”

“You’ve overlooked someone.”

“Who?”

“Monsieur.”

“I was only considering the women. Let’s tally them up: we’ll count Monsieur as No. 1.”

“De Guiche?”

“No. 2.”

“The Vicomte de Bragelonne?”

“No. 3.”

“And the king, what about him?”

“No. 4. Naturally, the king, who will be not only more jealous but also more powerful than all the rest combined. Ah, my dear!”

“Well?”

“Into what a wasp’s nest you’ve plunged yourself!”

“And I have yet to go deeper, if you’ll join me.”

“Of course I’ll follow you wherever you wish. But—”

“Well, but—”

“While we still have time, I think it would be wise to turn back.”

“On the contrary, I believe the smartest move is to take charge of these intrigues right now.”

“You’ll never manage it.”

“With you by my side, I could oversee ten of them. I’m in my element, you know.

“I was born to thrive at court, just as the salamander is meant to live in fire.”

“Your comparison does nothing to reassure me, dear Montalais. I’ve heard from learned men that, first of all, there are no such things as salamanders. And if they did exist, they would surely be baked or roasted the moment they left the flames.”

“Your learned men may be wise about salamanders, but they can’t tell you what I can: Aure de Montalais is destined to become the foremost diplomat at the court of France within a month.”

“Very well, but only if I can be the second.”

“Agreed; an offensive and defensive alliance, of course.”

“Just be careful with any letters.”

“I’ll hand them to you as I receive them.”

“What should we tell the king about Madame?”

“That Madame is still in love with His Majesty.”

“And what should we tell Madame about the king?”

“That she would be very foolish not to indulge him.”

“What shall we tell La Vallière about Madame?”

“Whatever we like, for La Vallière is in our power.”

“How so?”

“In every way.”

“What do you mean?”

“First of all, through the Vicomte de Bragelonne.”

“Explain yourself.”

“I trust you haven’t forgotten that Monsieur de Bragelonne has written many letters to Mademoiselle de la Vallière?”

“I forget nothing.”

“Well then, I was the one who received and intercepted those letters.”

“And so you still have them?”

“Yes.”

“Where? Here?”

“Oh no, they’re safely tucked away at Blois, in that little room you know so well.”

“That dear little room—the charming little room—the antechamber of the palace where I intend for you to live one day. But wait, you said all those letters are in that little room?”

“Yes.”

“Did you not put them in a box?”

“Of course; in the same box where I kept all the letters I received from you, and where I stored mine as well when your business or amusements kept you from our rendezvous.”

“Ah, very good,” said Malicorne. “Why are you satisfied?”

“Because I see the possibility of not having to rush to Blois for the letters; I have them right here.”

“You’ve brought the box with you?”

“It was very dear to me because it belonged to you.”

“Be sure to take care of it, for it contains original documents that will be of priceless value in time.”

“I’m well aware of that, and that’s precisely why I’m laughing so heartily.”

“And now, one last word.”

“Why ‘last’?”

“Do we need anyone to assist us?”

“No one.”

“Valets or maidservants?”

“Bad policy. You will give the letters—you will receive them. Oh!”

“We must set aside our pride in this matter; otherwise, M. Malicorne and Mademoiselle Aure, by not handling their own affairs, will have to accept that others will take charge of them.”

“You’re absolutely right. But what’s happening over there in M. de Guiche’s room?”

“Nothing much; he’s just opening his window.”

“Then let’s leave.” With that, they both vanished, having settled all the terms of the contract.

The window that had just opened belonged to the Comte de Guiche. He didn’t merely hope to catch a glimpse of Madame through her curtains; his mind was preoccupied with something else entirely. He had just received a letter from Bragelonne, sent by a courier, and its contents had left a profound impact on him. He read it over and over, unable to shake its weight from his thoughts.

“Strange, strange!” he murmured. “How reckless are the means by which destiny propels men toward their fate!” Stepping away from the window to draw closer to the light, he read the letter he had just received once more:

“CALAIS.

“MY DEAR COUNT,—I encountered M. de Wardes in Calais; he has been seriously wounded in a confrontation with the Duke of Buckingham. De Wardes is, as you know, undeniably brave, yet he is also filled with malevolent and wicked sentiments. He spoke with me about you, for whom he claims to have a warm regard, as well as about Madame, whom he considers a beautiful and amiable woman.”

He has sensed your feelings for a certain someone. He also spoke to me about the lady for whom I hold such deep affection, expressing a genuine concern for my situation. At first, his ominous hints unsettled me, but I eventually came to see them as just part of his usual penchant for mystery. Here are the details: he received news from the court, though it came only through M. de Lorraine. The word is that a shift has occurred in the king’s affections. You know who that involves.

Afterward, the news continued to spread, and people were talking about one of the maids of honor, regarding whom various slanderous rumors were circulating. These vague whispers have kept me awake at night. Ever since yesterday, I have lamented that my shyness and wavering resolve, despite a certain stubbornness I possess, have left me unable to respond to these insinuations. In short, M. de Wardes was preparing to leave for Paris, and I didn’t delay his departure with explanations; it seemed rather cruel, I must admit, to interrogate a man whose wounds are still fresh. He traveled in short stages, eager to depart, as he mentioned, to witness an intriguing spectacle that the court was sure to present soon.

He offered a few congratulatory remarks, accompanied by vague expressions of sympathy. I found myself unable to grasp either sentiment. My thoughts were a jumble, and I was plagued by a deep mistrust of this man—a mistrust that, as you know better than anyone, I have never been able to shake off. Once he departed, however, my clarity returned. It seems improbable that someone like De Wardes could share his thoughts without infusing them with his own malicious intent. Therefore, it’s quite possible that the cryptic hints he dropped in my presence carry a deeper meaning, one that may be difficult for me to decipher, whether it pertains to myself or to someone you know.

Compelled to leave as swiftly as possible in obedience to the king’s orders, it didn’t occur to me to chase after De Wardes to ask him about his reticence. Instead, I’ve sent a courier with this letter to detail my many uncertainties. I consider you as my own self; you have reflected and observed, and it will be up to you to take action. M. de Wardes will arrive shortly; please try to uncover his intentions, if you don’t already know. Furthermore, M. de Wardes claimed that the Duke of Buckingham departed Paris on excellent terms with Madame.

This was a matter that would have prompted me to draw my sword without hesitation, had I not felt the pressing need to complete the king’s mission before engaging in any quarrel. Please burn this letter, which Olivain will deliver to you. Whatever Olivain tells you, you can trust completely. Would you be so kind, my dear Comte, as to remind Mademoiselle de la Vallière of me? I kiss her hands with the utmost respect.

Yours devotedly,

De Bragelonne

P. S.—“If anything serious should occur, we must be prepared for anything. Send a courier to me with just one word: ‘come,’ and I will be in Paris within thirty-six hours of receiving your letter.”

De Guiche sighed, folding the letter for a third time. Instead of burning it, as Raoul had suggested, he tucked it into his pocket. He felt the need to read it over and over. “What distress he expresses, yet what sublime confidence!” murmured the comte. “He has laid bare his entire soul in this letter. He says nothing of the Comte de la Fere and speaks only of his respect for Louise. He warns me for my own sake and pleads with me for his. Ah!” De Guiche continued, raising a threatening hand, “you meddle in my affairs, do you, Monsieur de Wardes?”

“Very well, then; I will soon turn my attention to yours. As for you, poor Raoul—you who entrust your heart to my care—rest assured, I will keep a watchful eye over it.”

With this promise, De Guiche urged Malicorne to come to his apartments at once, if possible. Malicorne accepted the invitation with a zeal that was the first sign of his conversation with Montalais. While De Guiche, believing his true motives remained hidden, interrogated Malicorne, the latter, sensing the underlying intentions, quickly deduced the reason for the inquiry.

As a result, after a quarter of an hour of conversation, during which De Guiche thought he had uncovered the entire truth regarding La Valliere and the king, he discovered nothing more than what his own observations had already revealed. Meanwhile, Malicorne gleaned that Raoul, who was absent, was growing increasingly suspicious and that De Guiche intended to keep a close watch over the treasure of the Hesperides. Malicorne accepted the role of guardian.

De Guiche believed he had done everything for his friend, but soon his thoughts turned solely to his own affairs. The following evening, the announcement of De Wardes’s return and his first appearance at the king’s reception created a buzz. After that visit, the convalescent made his way to Monsieur, but De Guiche ensured he arrived at Monsieur’s apartments beforehand to be present for the occasion.

# Chapter XII: De Wardes's Reception at Court

Monsieur welcomed De Wardes with the kind of attention that light and frivolous minds often lavish on every new arrival. De Wardes, returning after a month away, seemed like a breath of fresh air to him. Showing him marked kindness would have been a betrayal to old friends, and there’s always something intriguing about that. Moreover, it served as a sort of reparation to De Wardes himself. As a result, Monsieur’s attention toward him was exceptionally warm. The Chevalier de Lorraine, who regarded this rival with a mix of caution and respect—recognizing in him a character and disposition remarkably similar to his own, except for a certain bulldog courage he himself lacked—welcomed De Wardes even more warmly than Monsieur had done. De Guiche, as we mentioned, was also present, but remained in the background, patiently waiting for the initial exchanges to finish. Throughout the conversation, De Wardes kept a sharp eye on De Guiche, instinctively aware that he was there on his account.

Once he had finished with the others, he approached De Guiche. They exchanged the most polite compliments before De Wardes returned to Monsieur and the other gentlemen. Just then, Madame was announced. She had heard of De Wardes’s arrival and, knowing all the details of his journey and duel, was eager to witness the kind of remarks she anticipated from someone she was certain was her personal enemy. A couple of her ladies accompanied her. De Wardes greeted Madame with the utmost grace and respect, and as a prelude to their unfolding rivalry, he began by offering the Duke of Buckingham’s friends the latest news about him.

This was a direct response to the icy reception Madame gave him. The attack was bold, and Madame felt the sting, though she managed to hide any sign of it. He quickly glanced at Monsieur and De Guiche—the former flushed, while the latter turned pale. Madame alone kept a composed expression; however, she was keenly aware of the uncomfortable feelings her adversary could arouse in the two men listening to him. With a smile, she leaned in slightly toward the traveler, as if she were eager to hear the news he had brought, but he was speaking of other things. Madame was courageous, perhaps even reckless; retreating would only invite a more direct assault. So, once the initial discomfort faded, she pressed on.

“Have you suffered much from your wounds, Monsieur de Wardes?” she asked. “We’ve heard that you had the misfortune to be injured.”

Now it was De Wardes’s turn to flinch. He bit his lip and replied, “No, Madame, hardly at all.”

“Indeed!”

“Yet, in this sweltering heat—”

“The sea breezes were quite fresh and cool, Madame, and I had one consolation.”

“Indeed! What was it?”

“The knowledge that my adversary’s suffering was even greater than my own.”

“Ah! You mean he was more seriously wounded than you? I wasn’t aware of that,” the princess replied, her tone utterly indifferent.

“Oh, Madame, you are mistaken—or perhaps you’re pretending to misunderstand me. I didn’t say he was a greater sufferer in body than I; rather, his heart is much more affected.”

De Guiche instinctively sensed where this was heading. He subtly signaled to Madame, as if urging her to withdraw from the confrontation. However, she ignored his cue, pretending not to notice, and continued to smile as she said,

“Is it possible that the Duke of Buckingham’s heart was touched?”

"I had no idea, until now, that a heart wound could be healed."

"Alas, Madame," De Wardes replied politely, "every woman believes that, and it is this belief that gives them a certain superiority over men, born of confidence."

"You misunderstand completely, my dear," the prince said, his impatience evident. "M. de Wardes means that the Duke of Buckingham's heart was not pierced by a sword, but by something far sharper."

"Ah! Very clever, very clever!" Madame exclaimed. "It’s a jest from M. de Wardes."

"Very well; but I wonder if the Duke of Buckingham would appreciate the jest. It’s really a shame he isn't here, M. de Wardes."

The young man's eyes sparked intensely. "Oh!" he exclaimed, clenching his teeth, "there's nothing I would like more."

De Guiche remained silent. Madame seemed to expect that he would intervene on her behalf. Monsieur hesitated.

The Chevalier de Lorraine stepped in to continue the conversation. “Madame,” he said, “De Wardes knows well enough that it’s nothing new for Buckingham’s heart to be stirred, and what he has mentioned has already happened.”

“Instead of an ally, I find myself with two enemies,” Madame murmured, “two determined foes, conspiring together.” With that, she changed the subject. Changing the subject is, as everyone knows, a privilege of royalty that etiquette compels all to respect. The remainder of the conversation kept to a measured tone; the main figures had rehearsed their roles. Madame excused herself gracefully, and Monsieur, eager to discuss several matters, offered her his hand as she left. The chevalier felt a real concern that if he left them alone, an understanding might develop between the husband and wife.

He hurried to Monsieur’s apartments, hoping to surprise him upon his return and quickly counter any favorable impression Madame might have made. De Guiche then approached De Wardes, who was surrounded by a crowd, signaling his desire to speak. De Wardes acknowledged him with a knowing look and a slight nod, indicating his understanding. To any onlookers, their exchange seemed completely cordial. Thus, De Guiche turned away, content to wait until De Wardes was free. It wasn’t long before De Wardes, having dismissed his questioners, joined De Guiche, greeting him warmly as they walked together.

“You’ve made quite an impression since your return, my dear De Wardes,” remarked the comte.

“Excellent, as you can see.”

“And your spirits are just as lively as ever?”

“Even better.”

“And a great happiness, too?”

“Why not? Everything in this world is so ridiculous, so absurd.”

“You’re right.”

“So you share my opinion?”

“I certainly do! And what news do you bring us from over there?”

“Me? None at all. I came to hear news here.”

“But surely you must have seen someone in Boulogne—one of our friends, perhaps? It wasn’t long ago.”

“Someone—one of our friends—”

“Your memory seems short.”

“Ah! Right; you mean Bragelonne.”

“Exactly.”

“He was on his way to fulfill a mission entrusted to him by King Charles II.”

“Precisely.”

"Well then, did he not tell you, or did you not tell him—"

"I can't say for certain what I told him, to be honest; but I do know what I *did not* tell him." De Wardes embodied subtlety. He could easily sense, from De Guiche’s cold and dignified tone, that their conversation was about to take an unpleasant turn. He decided to let it unfold, staying on guard.

"May I ask what you did not tell him?" De Guiche inquired.

"All about La Vallière."

"La Vallière... What is it?"

“What was that strange circumstance you seemed to know about over there, which Bragelonne, who was right here, knew nothing about?”

“Are you seriously asking me that?”

“Nothing could be more serious.”

“What! You, a member of the court, living in Madame’s household, a friend of Monsieur’s, a guest at their table, the favorite of our lovely princess?”

Guiche flushed with anger. “Which princess are you referring to?” he demanded.

“I’m only acquainted with one, my dear fellow. I mean Madame herself. Are you devoted to another princess, then?”

“Come, tell me,” De Guiche urged.

He was about to launch into a lengthy explanation, but quickly sensed the underlying tension. A quarrel was brewing between the two young men. De Wardes wanted the conflict to center on Madame, while De Guiche insisted it should be about La Vallière. From that moment on, their exchanges became a series of thinly veiled provocations, destined to escalate until one of them struck a nerve. De Guiche steeled himself, summoning all the self-control he could muster.

“There’s no question of Madame in this matter, my dear De Wardes,” he said, “but rather about what you were just discussing.”

“What was I saying?” De Wardes asked, feigning ignorance.

“That you’ve kept certain things from Bragelonne.”

“Certain things that you know just as well as I do,” De Wardes replied.

“No, I swear on my honor.”

“Nonsense.”

“If you tell me what they are, I’ll know, but otherwise, I truly don’t.”

“What! I’ve just traveled sixty leagues, and you, who haven’t left this spot, have witnessed firsthand what rumors reached me in Calais! Are you seriously telling me you don’t know what this is about? Oh, Comte, that’s hardly charitable of you.”

“As you wish, De Wardes; but I repeat, I know nothing.”

“You’re truly discreet—perhaps wisely so.”

“So you won’t tell me anything? Not even what you told Bragelonne?”

“You’re pretending not to hear, I see. I’m convinced Madame couldn’t possibly keep her composure better than you do.”

“Double hypocrite,” Guiche murmured to himself, “you're circling right back to the same subject.”

“Very well, then,” De Wardes continued, “since we’re struggling to understand each other regarding La Vallière and Bragelonne, let’s talk about your own affairs.”

“No,” De Guiche replied, “I have no affairs of my own to discuss.”

"You haven't said anything about me to Bragelonne that you wouldn't say to my face, have you?"

"No, but let me clarify, Guiche. While I may be unaware of certain things, I'm quite aware of others. For example, if we were discussing the Duke of Buckingham's affairs in Paris—as I did while traveling with him—I could share many interesting details. Would you like me to elaborate?"

De Guiche wiped the sweat from his forehead. "No, no," he replied, "a hundred times no! I'm not interested in matters that don't concern me. The Duke of Buckingham is merely an acquaintance to me, while Raoul is a close friend. I have no curiosity about what happened to the duke; my only concern is with Raoul and everything that involved him.”

“In Paris?”

“Yes, in Paris or Boulogne. You see, I’m right here. If anything arises, I’m ready to face it, while Raoul is away and relies on me to represent him. His matters take precedence over my own.”

“But he will return?”

“Not until his mission is complete. Meanwhile, you understand, I can’t allow any negative rumors about him to circulate without investigating.”

“And for an even better reason: he will be in London for some time,” De Wardes said with a chuckle.

“You think so?” De Guiche replied, his tone very serious.

“Think so? Of course! Do you really believe he was sent to London just to go there and come back immediately?”

“No, no; he was sent to London to stay there.”

“Ah, De Wardes,” said De Guiche, grasping his hand, “that’s a serious suspicion concerning Bragelonne, which completely matches what he wrote to me from Boulogne.”

De Wardes reverted to his earlier cold demeanor; his taste for provocation had gone too far, and now his own carelessness had left him exposed.

“Well, tell me, what did he write to you about?” he asked. “He said you had slyly made some damaging remarks about La Vallière and that you seemed to mock his deep trust in that young lady.”

“Well, it’s true—I did,” De Wardes replied. “At the time, I was fully prepared to hear from the Vicomte de Bragelonne what any man would expect when something displeasing is said. For example, if I wished for a quarrel with you, I might say that Madame, after showing a strong preference for the Duke of Buckingham, is now rumored to have sent the handsome duke away for your sake.”

“Oh, that wouldn’t wound me in the slightest, my dear De Wardes,” De Guiche said, smiling despite the chill that ran through him. "Why, such a favor would bring me too great a happiness."

"I admit that, but if I really wanted to quarrel with you, I could invent a falsehood. I might mention that arbor where you and that illustrious princess were together. I could also hint at certain pleasures and hand-kissings. And you, who are so secretive, so quick, so scrupulous—"

"Well," De Guiche interrupted, a smile flickering despite his turmoil, "I assure you, I wouldn’t care for that, nor would I contradict you. You see, my dear marquis, when it comes to my own affairs, I am like a block of ice. But when it’s about an absent friend—one who entrusted his interests to my care—then I am like fire, believe me."

"I understand you, Monsieur de Guiche. But despite everything, there’s no discussion to be had right now between us about Bragelonne or about this insignificant girl named La Vallière."

At that moment, several younger courtiers crossed the room, catching bits of the conversation. De Wardes noticed them and continued, "Oh! If La Vallière were a coquette like Madame, whose innocent flirtations, I’m sure, led to the Duke of Buckingham’s exile and later caused your own, you wouldn’t deny that Madame’s charms have had a certain influence over you, would you?"

The courtiers drew closer, with Saint-Aignan at the front, followed by Manicamp.

"But, my dear fellow, whose fault was that?" De Guiche laughed. "I know I’m a vain, conceited man, and everyone else knows it too."

I took to heart what was meant as a jest, and as a result, I found myself exiled for my troubles. Yet, I recognized my mistake. I swallowed my pride and secured my return by making my *amende honorable*, vowing to overcome this weakness. The result? I am now so thoroughly healed that I can laugh at what, just three or four days ago, would have nearly broken my heart. But Raoul is in love, and his feelings are returned; he can’t find humor in the rumors that threaten his happiness—rumors you seem intent on spreading. You know, marquis, as I do, as these gentlemen do, as everyone does, that such rumors are nothing but pure slander.”

“Calumny!” De Wardes exclaimed, furious at finding himself caught by De Guiche’s calmness.

“Certainly—calumny. Just look at this letter from him, in which he accuses you of speaking ill of Mademoiselle de la Vallière, and asks me whether what you reported about this young lady is true or not.”

“Do you want me to appeal to these gentlemen, De Wardes, to settle this matter?” With remarkable composure, De Guiche read aloud the section of the letter that mentioned La Vallière. “Now,” he continued, “there’s no question in my mind that you intended to disrupt Bragelonne’s peace of mind, and your remarks were clearly malicious.”

De Wardes glanced around, searching for support, but the thought that he had insulted the day’s favorite made everyone shake their heads. It became clear to De Wardes that he was in the wrong.

“Gentlemen,” De Guiche said, picking up on the prevailing mood, “the topic of my talk with Monsieur de Wardes is so personal that it’s crucial no one hears more than you already have. Please, close the doors, and let us finish our conversation in the manner that befits two gentlemen, one of whom has been wronged by the other.”

“Gentlemen, gentlemen!” the onlookers cried. “Do you really think I was wrong to defend Mademoiselle de la Vallière?” De Guiche pressed. “If so, I will be my own judge and am ready to retract any offending words I may have spoken to Monsieur de Wardes.”

“Good heavens!”

“Certainly not!” exclaimed Saint-Aignan. “Mademoiselle de la Vallière is an angel.”

“Virtue and purity personified,” Manicamp added.

“You see, Monsieur de Wardes,” De Guiche went on, “I am not the only one defending that poor girl. I beg you, gentlemen, for the second time, to leave us. As you can see, we couldn’t be more calm.”

This was precisely what the courtiers wanted; some left through one door while others slipped out another, leaving the two young men alone.

“Well played,” De Wardes remarked to the comte.

“Wasn’t it?” replied the latter. “How can you be surprised, my dear fellow? I’ve grown quite rusty in the country, while your self-control, Comte, truly astounds me. A man always profits from the company of women; so please, accept my congratulations.”

“I do accept them.”

“And I will offer them to Madame.”

“Now, my dear Monsieur de Wardes, let us speak as loudly as you wish.”

“Do not provoke me.”

“I do provoke you, for you have a reputation as malicious; if you act on it, you’ll only be seen as a coward. Monsieur would have you hanged this evening at his window. Speak, my dear De Wardes, speak.”

“I have already fought.”

“But not enough, it seems.”

“I see; you wouldn’t mind dueling with me while my wounds are still fresh.”

“No, even better.”

“Heavens! You’ve picked an unlucky moment; a duel right after another wouldn’t suit me at all. I’ve lost too much blood at Boulogne; with the slightest exertion, my wounds could reopen, and you’d have an unfair advantage.”

“True,” said De Guiche, “yet when you arrived, your appearance and your arms suggested you were perfectly well.”

“Yes, my arms are fine, but my legs are weak. Besides, I haven’t held a foil since that accursed duel, while I’m sure you’ve been practicing daily to ensure your little conspiracy against me succeeds.”

“Upon my honor, monsieur,” replied De Guiche, “it’s been six months since I last practiced.”

“No, Comte, thinking it over, I will not fight you. I’ll wait for Bragelonne’s return, since you claim it’s he who has issues with me.”

“Oh no, absolutely not! You shall not wait for Bragelonne’s return,” exclaimed the Comte, losing restraint. “You’ve said that Bragelonne might be delayed, and in the meantime, your vicious hints would spread.”

“Yet, I will have my excuse.”

“Take care,” he warned.

“I’ll give you a week to finish your recovery.”

“That’s better. We’ll wait a week.”

“Yes, yes, I see; a week only gives my adversary a chance to slip away. No, I won’t grant you even a single day.”

“You’re mad, monsieur,” De Wardes said, stepping back.

“And you’re a coward if you refuse to fight willingly. I’ll even accuse you to the king for refusing to duel after insulting La Vallière.”

“Ah!” De Wardes replied, “you’re dangerously treacherous, despite your reputation as a man of honor.”

“There’s nothing more dangerous than the treachery, as you call it, of a man whose conduct is always loyal and upright.”

“Then restore my ability to walk, or get yourself bled until you’re as pale as I am, so we can even our chances.”

“No, no; I have a better idea.”

“What is it?”

“We’ll fight on horseback, and each of us will take three shots with his pistols. You’re a fine marksman.”

“I’ve seen you shoot down swallows with a single shot, even at full gallop. Don’t deny it, for I saw it with my own eyes.”

“You’re right,” De Wardes replied. “And given that, it’s quite possible I might kill you.”

“You would be doing me a great service if you did.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“Is it agreed then? Let’s shake on it.”

“Here’s my hand—but on one condition.”

“Name it.”

“That not a word of this reaches the king.”

“Not a word, I swear.”

“I’ll go fetch my horse then.”

“And I’ll get mine.”

“Where shall we meet?”

“In the plain; I know just the spot.”

“Shall we go together?”

“Why not?”

As they made their way to the stables, they passed beneath Madame’s softly lit windows, where a shadow moved behind the lace curtains. “There’s a woman,” De Wardes said with a smile, “who has no idea we’re about to fight—perhaps even die—on her account.”





Chapter XIII: The Combat

De Wardes and De Guiche chose their horses and saddled them themselves, using holster saddles. De Guiche, armed with two pairs of pistols, returned to his quarters to fetch them. After loading the weapons, he offered De Wardes his choice; De Wardes selected the pair he had used countless times before—the same ones with which De Guiche had seen him shoot swallows in flight. “You won’t be surprised,” De Wardes remarked, “if I take every precaution. You know these weapons well, so I’m just leveling the playing field.”

“Your comment is unnecessary,” De Guiche replied. “You’re simply doing what’s expected.”

“Now,” De Wardes said, “would you please help me mount? I’m still having a bit of difficulty.”

“In that case, we should settle this on foot.”

“No; once I’m in the saddle, I’ll be fine.”

“Very well, then; let’s not dwell on it,” De Guiche said as he assisted De Wardes onto his horse. “And now,” he continued, “in our eagerness to kill each other, we’ve overlooked one detail.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s completely dark, and we’ll have to feel our way to find our marks.”

“Oh!” De Guiche exclaimed. “You’re just as eager as I am to make sure everything’s done properly.”

“Indeed; but I don’t want people saying you assassinated me, just as I wouldn’t want to be accused of murder if I killed you.”

“Did anyone say something like that about your duel with the Duke of Buckingham?” De Guiche asked. “It took place under the same conditions as ours.”

“That’s true,” De Wardes conceded, “but there was still enough light to see, and we were nearly waist-deep in water. Besides, there were plenty of spectators on the shore watching us.”

De Guiche paused to reflect, and the suspicion that had occurred to him before grew stronger: De Wardes wanted witnesses present, likely to turn the conversation toward Madame and shift the focus of the duel. He decided not to respond, and simply nodded when De Wardes looked at him inquiringly, signaling that it was best to leave things as they were. The two adversaries then set off, leaving the chateau through the same gate near where Montalais and Malicorne had been seen together.

The night, as if in contrast to the scorching heat of the day, had gathered clouds into thick masses drifting slowly from west to east. The sky, without any clear patches or the faintest hint of thunder, hung heavy above the earth, soon breaking into streamers like a vast sheet torn by the wind. Large, warm drops of rain began to fall, soaking the dust and forming glistening beads that rolled along the ground. At the same time, the hedges—seemingly aware of the coming storm—as well as the thirsty plants and drooping branches of the trees, released a thousand aromatic scents that evoked tender memories—thoughts of youth, of life’s fullness, happiness, and love.

“How fresh the earth smells,” remarked De Wardes. “It’s as if nature is trying to seduce us.”

“By the way,” replied De Guiche, “a few ideas just occurred to me, and I’d like your opinion on them.”

“Regarding—”

“Regarding our engagement.”

“It’s been a while; we should begin arranging things.”

“Will it be an ordinary duel, conducted as tradition dictates?”

“First, tell me what your tradition involves.”

“That we dismount in any suitable open area, tie our horses to the nearest object, meet without pistols in hand, then withdraw a hundred and fifty paces before advancing toward each other.”

“Very well; that’s just how I killed poor Follivent three weeks ago at Saint-Denis.”

“I’m sorry, but you’ve skipped one detail.”

“What’s that?”

“In your duel with Follivent, you approached each other on foot, swords between your teeth and pistols in hand.”

“True.”

“Now, since you can’t walk, you admit we’ll have to fight on horseback and charge; whoever wishes to fire first will do so.”

“That’s certainly the best course, but it is quite dark; we should expect more missed shots than if it were daylight.”

“Agreed; each will shoot three times—two loaded pistols and one reload.”

“Excellent! Where will our duel be?”

“Do you have a preference?”

“No.”

“Do you see that small grove ahead?”

“The one called Rochin?”

“Exactly.”

“You know it?”

“Perfectly.”

“You know there’s an open glade in the center?”

“Yes.”

“Well, that glade is ideal for our purpose, offering various paths, byways, ditches, and winding avenues.”

“We couldn’t have chosen a better spot.”

“I’m satisfied if you are. If I’m not mistaken, we’re already there.”

“Yes. Look at this magnificent open space in the center. The faint starlight seems to glow here; the surrounding woods form a natural boundary.”

“Very well. Go ahead as you see fit.”

“Let’s first agree on the rules.”

“These are my conditions; if you object, say so.”

“I’m listening.”

“If a horse is killed, its rider must continue on foot.”

“That’s fair, since we have no spare horses.”

“But that doesn’t require the opponent to dismount.”

“His opponent is free to act as he wishes.”

“Once the adversaries are in close contact, they cannot separate under any circumstances and may fire muzzle to muzzle.”

“Agreed.”

“Three shots should suffice?”

“Quite enough, I believe. Here are powder and balls for your pistols; measure three charges and take three balls. I’ll do the same and we’ll discard the rest.”

“And we will solemnly swear,” said De Wardes, “that we’re carrying no extra balls or powder?”

“Agreed; and I swear it,” replied De Guiche, raising his hand to heaven—a gesture De Wardes copied.

“And now, my dear Comte,” De Wardes began, “let me assure you that I am not a fool. You are, or soon will be, Madame’s accepted lover. I’ve discovered your secret, and it’s obvious you fear I might tell others. You want me dead to ensure my silence; I can’t blame you for that. In your place, I’d probably feel the same.”

De Guiche lowered his gaze.

“However,” De Wardes continued, a triumphant gleam in his eye, “was it really necessary to pin the Bragelonne affair on me? But I warn you, my friend: corner a wild boar and it becomes savage; chase a fox, and you unleash the ferocity of a jaguar.”

“The result is, now that you’ve cornered me, I will defend myself fiercely.”

“You would be right to do so.”

“Yes, but beware; I can inflict more harm than you realize. To begin, I haven’t been silly enough to keep this secret—your secret, actually—only in my own mind. I have a friend, someone just like me—a man you know well—who also knows this secret. So, if you kill me, my death won’t help you at all. On the other hand, if I kill you—and anything’s possible, you know—do you see the consequences?” De Guiche shuddered. “If I kill you,” De Wardes went on, “you’ll have created two deadly enemies for Madame, who will stop at nothing to ruin her.”

“Oh, monsieur,” De Guiche exclaimed, his voice burning with anger, “don’t think my death is so certain. Of the two enemies you mention, I intend to settle with one immediately and the other as soon as possible.”

De Wardes replied only with a laugh, so cold it might have frightened a superstitious man.

But De Guiche was not easily shaken. “I think everything is settled, Monsieur de Wardes,” he said. “Please, take your position first, unless you’d prefer I go.”

“Not at all,” De Wardes replied. “I’m happy to save you the trouble.” With that, he spurred his horse into a gallop, riding across the open space to the crossroad opposite De Guiche.

De Guiche stayed put. At a hundred paces’ distance, both men were hidden from each other, shrouded by the thick shade of elms and chestnuts. A minute passed in deep silence.

After the minute, each man, concealed in shadow, heard the double click of cocked pistols. De Guiche, following standard tactics, spurred his horse to a gallop, confident that speed would protect him. He aimed for the area where he thought De Wardes was waiting, expecting to meet him halfway. He was mistaken.

As he pressed on, sure his opponent awaited him eagerly, he covered about two-thirds of the distance before the trees suddenly lit with a flash. A bullet sliced through his hat plume. Almost at once, as if the first shot had revealed the second’s origin, another gunshot was heard and a second bullet struck De Guiche’s horse just below the ear.

The animal fell. These two shots, coming from exactly the opposite direction than De Guiche expected, startled him. Still, being a man of extraordinary composure, he braced himself for his horse’s fall. Yet he wasn’t fully prepared—his boot toe got caught under the animal as it went down. Luckily, as the horse thrashed in its final moments, it moved enough for him to free the leg that was less trapped.

De Guiche got up, checked himself over, and saw he was unharmed. He had put his pistols in their holsters just as he felt the horse begin to collapse, fearing the fall might set one off and leave him defenseless. Once on his feet again, he drew his pistols from the holsters and headed toward where, by the flash, he’d seen De Wardes appear.

De Wardes, with his first shot, had pulled off a very simple maneuver. Instead of advancing to confront De Guiche or waiting in place, he had circled about fifteen paces, following the edge of the shadow that kept him hidden from his opponent’s view. At the exact moment when De Guiche exposed his side, De Wardes fired from his position, aiming carefully and using the horse’s movement to his advantage. Even in the darkness, it was clear the first bullet passed just above De Guiche’s head. De Wardes was so confident in his aim that he thought De Guiche had fallen; he was stunned to see De Guiche still upright in the saddle. He quickly readied to fire again, but his hand trembled, and he struck the horse instead. It would be mere luck if De Guiche ended up pinned under the animal.

Before De Wardes had a chance to finish reloading his pistol and take De Guiche at his mercy, De Guiche was up and had three shots ready. He quickly grasped the new situation: he had to be quicker than De Wardes. With that in mind, he advanced, determined to reach De Wardes before he could reload. De Wardes saw him coming like a storm.

The ball was stuck in the chamber, resisting the ramrod’s push. Loading sloppily would waste his last chance, but loading properly could cost him his life. He urged his horse to leap aside. De Guiche turned as well and just as the horse landed, he fired—knocking De Wardes’s hat from his head. Realizing he had only a brief window, De Wardes quickly finished reloading. Seeing his opponent still standing, De Guiche tossed aside the spent pistol and marched resolutely toward De Wardes, raising his second pistol.

He had barely taken more than two or three steps when De Wardes raised his pistol and fired. De Guiche let out an angry cry; the comte’s arm jerked, then dropped limply, the pistol sliding from his grasp. Panic rose in De Wardes. “I’m done for,” he muttered, “he’s not mortally wounded.” At that instant, De Guiche was about to raise his pistol at De Wardes when his head, shoulders, and limbs failed him. He gave a deep sigh, staggered, and collapsed at the feet of De Wardes’s horse. “That’s that,” De Wardes said, gathering the reins and spurring the horse on.

The horse leapt over the comte’s motionless body, carrying De Wardes swiftly back to the chateau. On his arrival, he wrestled with his thoughts for a quarter of an hour, unsure what to do. In his rush to escape, he had neglected to check if De Guiche was alive or dead. Two possibilities troubled De Wardes’s mind: either De Guiche was dead, or only wounded.

If De Guiche were dead, why leave the body to the wolves? It would be senseless cruelty—a dead man could say nothing of what had happened. But if De Guiche was only wounded, how could De Wardes justify having left him, opening himself to the charge of being a heartless brute? This last idea ultimately decided his course.

De Wardes immediately asked about Manicamp. He learned that Manicamp had been caring for De Guiche and, unable to find him, had gone to bed. Without hesitation, De Wardes went and woke him, telling him the whole story. Manicamp listened silently, his expression hardening, his features showing a focus rare for him. Only after De Wardes finished did Manicamp speak: “Let us go.”

As they set out, Manicamp’s agitation grew, and with each detail De Wardes provided, his expression darkened further. “So,” he said when De Wardes had finished, “you think he’s dead?”

“Alas, I do.”

“And you fought under these conditions, without witnesses?”

“He insisted on it.”

“That’s very unusual.”

“What do you mean by ‘unusual’?”

“It doesn’t fit Monsieur de Guiche’s character.”

“You don’t doubt my word, do you?”

“Hmm…”

“So you do doubt it?”

“A little.”

“But I’ll doubt it even more, I warn you, if I find the poor fellow really is dead.”

“Monsieur Manicamp!”

“Monsieur de Wardes!”

“Are you trying to insult me?”

“Take it as you wish. Frankly, I have no respect for those who come back saying, ‘I killed such-and-such gentleman in a dark corner; it’s a shame, but I did it honorably.’ It never sounds right, M. de Wardes.”

“Enough—here we are.”

Indeed, the glade was visible now, and in the clearing lay the dead horse. To its right, in the dark grass, the poor comte lay face down, drenched in blood. He had not moved since he was struck.

Manicamp dropped to his knees and raised the comte in his arms, finding him cold and clammy. He set him down again gently. Searching the ground near De Guiche, his fingers found the comte’s pistol. “By heaven!” he exclaimed, rising pale as a ghost, the pistol in hand. “You were right—he is truly dead.”

“Dead?” echoed De Wardes incredulously. “Yes, and his pistol is still loaded,” Manicamp replied, peering into the pan. “But I told you—I fired as he approached, just as he was about to shoot me.”

“Are you absolutely sure you fought with him, Monsieur de Wardes? I’m truly worried this might be an ugly assassination. No outbursts, please! You had your three shots, and his pistol’s still loaded. You killed his horse, while De Guiche—one of France’s finest shots—missed both your horse and you. Well, Monsieur de Wardes, you should have thought twice about bringing me here; the blood’s rushing to my head, and honestly, with such a perfect chance, I’m tempted to blow your brains out on the spot. So, Monsieur de Wardes, I suggest you start praying.”

“Monsieur Manicamp, you can’t possibly be serious!”

“On the contrary, I’m considering it quite seriously.”

“Would you really murder me?”

“Without the slightest regret, at least right now.”

“Are you even a gentleman?”

“I’ve proved it enough.”

“Then let me defend myself, at the very least.”

“Of course; I suppose so you can do to me what you did to poor De Guiche.”

Manicamp slowly raised the pistol to De Wardes’s chest, his arm outstretched, eyes unwavering, aiming deliberately.

De Wardes didn’t try to run; he was frozen with fear. In the heavy silence, which felt like eternity to him but lasted only a moment, a faint sigh broke through. “Oh,” De Wardes cried, “he’s alive! Help, De Guiche, I’m about to be murdered!”

Manicamp stepped back, and the two young men watched as the comte slowly and painfully pushed himself up on one hand. With a cry of relief, Manicamp threw the pistol aside and rushed to his friend. De Wardes wiped cold sweat from his brow, his heart pounding.

“It was just in time,” he murmured. “Where are you hurt?” Manicamp asked De Guiche. “Where exactly are you wounded?”

De Guiche showed his mutilated hand and the blood-soaked area on his chest. “Comte,” De Wardes cried, “I’m suspected of assassinating you. Please, please say that I fought fairly.”

“Absolutely,” the wounded man answered. “Monsieur de Wardes fought with honor, and anyone who claims otherwise will have my enmity.”

“Then, sir,” Manicamp said, “help me get this gentleman home, and afterward you can have any satisfaction you want. Or, if you’re in a rush, we can do something even better: let’s stop the bleeding here with your handkerchief and mine, then, since we’ve two shots left, settle our score on the spot.”

“Thank you,” De Wardes answered. “Twice in one hour, I’ve come too close to death; I have no fondness for it, and I’d rather accept your apology.”

Manicamp burst out laughing, and even Guiche managed a smile despite his pain. The two young men offered to carry him, but he insisted he could walk unaided. The bullet had shattered his ring and little fingers, and grazed his side, but hadn’t penetrated deeply into his chest.

It was the pain, not the seriousness of the wound, that had overwhelmed De Guiche. Manicamp slipped his arm under one of the count’s shoulders, while De Wardes did the same on the other side. Between them, they helped him back to Fontainebleau, to the same doctor who had attended the death of the Franciscan, Aramis’s predecessor.

# Chapter XIV: The King’s Supper

Meanwhile, the king was seated at the supper table, surrounded by a modest number of guests who had taken their places after the customary gesture signifying royal permission. At this stage in Louis XIV’s reign, although court etiquette had not yet become as rigid as it would later, the French court had completely abandoned the camaraderie and patriarchal warmth that had marked the era of Henry IV. This change occurred largely due to the suspicious temperament of Louis XIII, whose reign had gradually been replaced by an increasingly grand display of ceremony and state, which he struggled to perfect. Thus, the king found himself dining alone at a small, elevated table that, much like a president's desk, was set apart from the rest and overlooked the adjoining tables. While it is described as a small table, it was actually the largest in the room. Furthermore, it was laden with the greatest variety and quantity of dishes, including fish, game, meats, fruits, vegetables, and preserves. The king was young, full of vigor and energy, and had a passion for hunting. He was drawn to all sorts of physical activity and, like all members of the Bourbon family, had a fast metabolism and a quickly returning appetite—Louis XIV included.

He was an impressive dining companion, finding great enjoyment in critiquing his cooks. Yet when he chose to offer praise, it was equally enthusiastic. The king began his meal with several types of soup, either mixed together or savored separately, clearing his palate with a glass of aged wine between each. He ate rapidly and with a certain eagerness. Porthos, who had been waiting for a nudge from D’Artagnan out of respect, noticed the king's swift progress and leaned toward the musketeer.

“It seems we might begin; His Majesty is certainly leading by example. Look.”

“The king eats,” D’Artagnan replied, “but he talks at the same time. You should try to make sure that, if he addresses you, you aren’t caught with your mouth full—that would be very disrespectful.”

“In that case,” Porthos said, “the best approach would be to skip supper altogether. Yet I must say, I’m quite hungry, and everything looks and smells so inviting, it's tempting all my senses at once.”

“Don’t even consider not eating,” D’Artagnan advised. “That would upset His Majesty greatly.”

The king has a saying: “He who works well, eats well,” and he expects his guests to enjoy themselves at his table.

“How am I to keep from having my mouth full while eating?” Porthos asked.

“All you need to do,” replied the captain of the musketeers, “is swallow what you’re eating whenever the king honors you with a remark.”

“Very good,” Porthos replied, and from that moment on, he began to eat with newfound enthusiasm. The king occasionally glanced at the guests around him, and as a connoisseur, he could read their various temperaments.

“Monsieur du Vallon!” he called out

# Chapter XV: After Supper

The king took Saint-Aignan by the arm and led him into the adjoining room. “What has delayed you, Comte?” the king asked. “I was bringing the answer, sire,” the comte replied. “She took her time responding to my letter.” “Your Majesty chose to write in verse, and Mademoiselle de la Vallière wished to return the favor in kind—specifically, in gold,” Saint-Aignan added.

“Verses! Saint-Aignan,” the king exclaimed, his excitement plain to see. “Give them to me at once.” Louis broke the seal on a small letter, revealing verses that history has preserved in full, notable more for their inventiveness than their literary style. Regardless of their quality, the king was utterly delighted and expressed his pleasure without restraint. However, the deep silence that filled the room reminded Louis—always sensitive to matters of etiquette—that his enthusiasm might be interpreted in different ways.

He turned away, tucking the note into his pocket. After a few steps that brought him back to where his guests could see him, he said, “M. du Vallon, it’s been a great pleasure to see you today, and I look forward to our next meeting.” Porthos bowed deeply, reminiscent of the Colossus of Rhodes, and exited the room, never taking his eyes off the king.

“M. d’Artagnan,” the king continued, “wait for my orders in the gallery. I am grateful to you for introducing me to M. du Vallon.” Then he said to the other guests, “I will be returning to Paris tomorrow because the Spanish and Dutch ambassadors are leaving.” “Until tomorrow, then.”

As soon as the guests had gone, the king took Saint-Aignan by the arm and urged him to read La Vallière’s verses again. “Well, what do you think of them?” he asked. “Charming, sire.” “They truly charm me, and if they became known—” “Oh! The professional poets would be jealous, but it’s not likely they’ll ever hear of them.” “Did you give her my verses?” “Oh! Sire, she read them with delight.” “I’m afraid they were rather weak.” “That’s not what Mademoiselle de La Vallière said.” “Do you think she was pleased?” “I am certain of it, sire.” “Then I must reply.” “Oh! Sire, right after supper? You’ll exhaust yourself.” “You’re right; it’s well known that studying after eating isn’t good.” “Especially for a poet. Besides, there’s a commotion at Mademoiselle de La Vallière’s.” “What do you mean?” “Like with all the ladies of the court.” “Why is that?” “Because of poor De Guiche’s accident.” “Has something serious happened to De Guiche?” “Yes, sire. One hand is nearly destroyed, there’s a wound in his chest; in short, he is dying.” “Good heavens!” “Who told you this?” “Manicamp returned him to a doctor’s house here in Fontainebleau, and the news spread quickly.” “Returned him! Poor De Guiche. What happened?” “Ah, that’s the question—what exactly happened?” “You sound rather mysterious, Saint-Aignan. Please, tell me what you know. What does he say?” “He says nothing, sire; but others have spoken.” “Who are these others?” “Those who brought him back, sire.” “And who are they?” “I’m not sure, sire, but M. de Manicamp knows.” “M. de Manicamp is a friend of his.” “As everyone is, indeed,” the king replied. “Oh, no!” Saint-Aignan countered. “You’re mistaken, sire; not everyone is a friend to M. de Guiche.” “How do you know?” “Does Your Majesty want me to explain?” “Certainly, I do.” “Well, sire, I believe I overheard something about a quarrel between two gentlemen.” “When did this take place?” “This very evening, before your majesty's supper was served.” “That’s hard to believe. I have issued such strict and severe ordinances against dueling that I can’t imagine anyone risking it.” “In that case, Heaven save me from excusing anyone!” exclaimed Saint-Aignan. “Your Majesty commanded me to speak, and I have done so.” “Then tell me, how was the Comte de Guiche wounded?” “Sire, it is said to have happened during a boar hunt.” “This evening?” “Yes, sire.” “One of his hands is shattered, and he has a chest wound. Who was hunting with M. de Guiche?” “I do not know, sire; but M. de Manicamp knows—or should know.” “You’re hiding something from me, Saint-Aignan.” “Nothing, sire, I assure you.” “Then explain how the accident occurred. Was it a musket that exploded?” “Very likely, sire. But actually, it seems unlikely, considering De Guiche’s pistol was found nearby, still loaded.” “His pistol? I wouldn’t expect a man to go boar hunting with a pistol.” “Sire, it’s also said that De Guiche’s horse was killed, and its body remains out in the open glade of the forest.” “His horse?—Guiche went riding to a boar hunt?—Saint-Aignan, I don’t understand a word of this.” “Where did it happen?” “At the Rond-point, in that part of the forest called Bois-Rochin.” “That will do. Call M. d’Artagnan.” Saint-Aignan did so, and the musketeer entered.

“Monsieur d’Artagnan,” the king said, “you will leave through the small door at the private staircase.” “Yes, sire.” “You will mount your horse.” “Yes, sire.” “And you will go to the Rond-point du Bois-Rochin. Do you know the place?” “Yes, sire. I have fought there twice.” “What!” the king exclaimed, surprised by the reply. “Under Cardinal Richelieu’s orders, sire,” D’Artagnan replied, maintaining his usual composure. “That makes all the difference, monsieur. Go there and inspect the place thoroughly. A man has been wounded, and you’ll find a dead horse. I want your assessment of everything.” “Very well, sire.” “Remember, I want your personal opinion, not just a report.” “You’ll have it in an hour, sire.” “I forbid you to speak with anyone about it, whoever they may be.” “Except for the person who must give me a lantern,” D’Artagnan interjected. “Oh! That’s only practical,” the king said, laughing at the liberty he allowed no one but his captain of the musketeers. D’Artagnan slipped away down the small staircase.

“Now, call my physician,” Louis commanded. Ten minutes later, the king’s physician arrived, clearly out of breath. “You will go, monsieur,” the king ordered, “and follow M. de Saint-Aignan wherever he leads you. I want a full report on the person you find at the house.” The physician nodded in agreement, as was typical in this age when people had begun to obey Louis XIV, and left the room with Saint-Aignan.

“And you, Saint-Aignan, send Manicamp to see me before the physician gets a chance to speak with him.” With that, Saint-Aignan departed.





Chapter XVI: How D’Artagnan Fulfilled the King’s Commission

While the king was busy finalizing arrangements to uncover the truth, D’Artagnan wasted no time. He hurried to the stable, grabbed a lantern, saddled his horse himself, and set off for the location his majesty had specified. True to his promise, he spoke to no one; in fact, he took his caution a step further by forgoing the assistance of the stable hands entirely. D’Artagnan was the kind of man who, in times of trouble, took pride in proving his own abilities.

By sheer force of his galloping, he reached the woods in under five minutes. He tied his horse to the first tree he found and ventured into the broad clearing on foot. With his lantern in hand, he thoroughly inspected every inch of the Rond-point, moving forward, turning back, measuring, and examining. After half an hour of careful scrutiny, he quietly returned to his horse and continued on to Fontainebleau, lost in deep thought and moving at a slow pace.

Louis awaited him in his cabinet, alone, scribbling on a piece of paper with a pencil. At a glance, D’Artagnan noticed the lines were uneven and heavily revised. It was clear to him they were verses. The king looked up and saw D’Artagnan had arrived.

“Well, monsieur,” he said, “do you bring me any news?”

“Yes, sire.”

“What have you found?”

“As far as probability goes, sire—” D’Artagnan began.

“It was certainty I needed from you.”

“I will pursue it as closely as I am able. The weather was ideal for the type of investigation I just conducted; it has rained this evening, leaving the roads wet and muddy—”

“Well, what did you find, M. d’Artagnan?”

“Sire, your Majesty mentioned a horse lying dead at the crossroads of the Bois-Rochin, so I began by examining the roads. I say roads because the center of the crossroads is accessible by four separate paths. The path I chose was the only one displaying any fresh tracks. Two horses had traveled side by side, their eight hooves clearly outlined in the clay.”

One of the riders was clearly more impatient than the other, as shown by the footprints—one consistently ahead of the other by about half a horse’s length.

“Are you certain they were traveling together?” the king asked.

“Yes, sire. The horses were two large animals of similar speed, well-trained, as they circled the barrier of the Rond-point together.”

“And then?”

“The two riders paused for a moment, likely to discuss the terms of their engagement. The horses became restless and fidgety. One rider spoke while the other listened, responding only briefly. His horse pawed at the ground, suggesting he was so intent on listening that he let the bridle slip from his grasp.”

“So, a hostile meeting did occur?”

“Undoubtedly.”

“Please, continue; your observations are most precise.”

“One of the riders remained where he was—the one who had been listening—while the other crossed the open space to position himself directly opposite his opponent. The stationary rider then galloped about two-thirds of the way across the Rond-point, hoping to gain an advantage. However, the other rider followed the edge of the woods.”

“I suppose you do not know their names?”

“Not at all, sire.”

“Only the one who circled the edge of the woods was mounted on a black horse.”

“How do you know that?”

“I found a few hairs from its tail caught in the brambles along the ditch.”

“Go on.”

“As for the other horse, there’s no doubt about its identity; it was left dead on the field.”

“What caused its death?”

“A bullet that passed through its brain.”

“Was it fired from a pistol or a gun?”

“It was a pistol bullet, sire. The manner in which the horse was wounded revealed the tactics of the man who shot him. He had circled the woods to outflank his opponent. I also tracked his hoofprints on the grass.”

“The tracks of the black horse, you mean?”

“Yes, sire.”

“Continue, Monsieur d’Artagnan.”

“Now that your majesty can picture the positions of the two opponents, I’ll momentarily shift focus from the stationary rider to the one who galloped away.”

“Please do.”

“The horse of the rider who sped off was killed instantly.”

“How do you know that?”

“The rider had no time to dismount and fell with the horse. I saw the imprint of his leg, which he managed to free with great effort. The spur, pressed down by the weight of the animal, had dug into the earth.”

“Very good; and what did he do once he regained his feet?”

“He headed directly toward his opponent.”

“Who remained at the edge of the forest?”

“Yes, sire.”

Having reached a suitable distance, he stopped abruptly, leaving the impressions of his heels close together in the ground. He fired but missed his adversary.

“How do you know he missed?”

“I found a hat with a bullet hole through it.”

“Ah, proof then!” exclaimed the king.

“Insufficient, sire,” D’Artagnan replied calmly. “It’s a hat without any identifying letters or crests, just a red feather like all hats have. Even the lace was unremarkable.”

“Did the man whose hat was shot at fire again?”

“Oh, sire, he had already fired twice.”

“How did you determine that?”

“I found the wadding from the pistol.”

“And what happened to the bullet that didn’t kill the horse?”

“It severed the feather of the hat belonging to his intended target and broke a small birch tree at the far end of the clearing.”

“So, the man on the black horse was disarmed, while his opponent still had one shot left?”

“Yes, sire. While the dismounted rider was struggling to free himself from his horse, the other was reloading his pistol. However, he was rather agitated and his hand shook noticeably.”

“How do you know that?”

“Half the powder fell to the ground, and he threw the ramrod aside, not having time to replace it in the pistol.”

“Monsieur d’Artagnan, this is remarkable.”

“It’s simply careful observation, sire; even the most common highwayman could deduce as much.”

“You describe the entire scene before my eyes.”

“I have, in fact, reconstructed it in my mind, with only a few details.”

“And now,” said the king, “let us return to the dismounted cavalier. You said he approached his adversary while the latter was reloading.”

“Yes; but just as he was taking aim, the other fired.”

“Oh!” said the king. “And the shot?”

“The shot was severe, sire; the dismounted cavalier fell face down after staggering forward three or four paces.”

“Where was he hit?”

“In two places: first in his right hand, and then, with the same bullet, in his chest.”

“But how could you tell?” the king asked, impressed.

“Very simply; the butt of the pistol was stained with blood, and the bullet’s trajectory was visible, along with fragments of a broken ring. The wounded man likely lost his ring finger and little finger.”

“As for the hand, I understand; but the chest?”

“Sire, there were two small pools of blood, approximately two and a half feet apart.”

At one of the pools of blood, the grass was torn up by a clenched hand; at the other, it was pressed down by a fallen body.

“Poor De Guiche!” exclaimed the king.

“Ah! So it was M. de Guiche, then?” said the musketeer calmly.

“I suspected as much but did not want to mention it to your majesty.”

“And what made you suspect him?”

“I recognized the De Gramont arms on the holsters of the dead horse.”

“And do you believe he is badly wounded?”

“Very seriously. He fell immediately and stayed in the same spot for quite a while. Still, he managed to walk away, supported by two friends.”

“You met him on his way back, then?”

“No; but I noticed the footprints of three men. The ones on the right and left walked firmly, but the middle one dragged his feet. Moreover, he left a trail of blood with each step he took.”

“Now, monsieur, since you observed the combat so exactly that not a single detail seems to have escaped you, tell me about De Guiche’s opponent.”

“Oh, sire, I do not know him.”

“And yet you see everything so clearly.”

“Yes, sire, I see everything; but I do not share everything I see. Since the poor fellow has escaped, I hope your majesty will allow me to avoid denouncing him.”

“But he is guilty, having taken part in a duel, monsieur.”

“Not guilty in my eyes, sire,” D’Artagnan replied calmly.

“Monsieur!” exclaimed the king. “Do you realize what you’re saying?”

“Perfectly, sire. But in my view, a man who fights a duel is a brave man. That is my opinion; your majesty may have a different one, which is only natural, for you are the master here.”

“Monsieur d’Artagnan, I ordered you, however—”

D’Artagnan interrupted the king with a respectful gesture.

“You ordered me, sire, to gather all information I could about the hostile meeting; I have done so. If you order me to arrest M. de Guiche’s adversary, I will do it. However, I must refuse if you ask me to name him.”

“Very well! Arrest him, then.”

“Please provide me his name, sire.”

The king stamped his foot in frustration, but after a moment’s thought, he conceded, “You’re right—ten times, twenty times, a hundred times right.”

“That is my opinion, sire, and I’m glad it agrees with your majesty’s this time.”

“One more question. Who assisted Guiche?”

“I do not know, sire.”

“But you mentioned two men. Was there anyone else present as a second?”

“There was no second, sire.”

“In fact, when M. de Guiche fell, his adversary fled without offering him any aid.”

“The miserable coward!” the king exclaimed.

“This is the result of your ordinances, sire. If a man has fought bravely and fairly, and has survived one encounter with death, he naturally wishes to avoid a second. M. de Bouteville is not easily forgotten.”

“And so, men become cowards.”

“No, they become prudent.”

“And he fled, then, you say?”

“Yes, as fast as his horse could carry him.”

“In which direction?”

“Towards the chateau.”

“Well, what happened next?”

“After that, as I had the honor of telling your majesty, two men on foot arrived, who carried M. de Guiche.”

“De Guiche is back with them.”

“How do you know these men arrived after the fight?”

“A clear sign, sire. When the encounter took place, the rain had just stopped, leaving the ground soaked and unable to absorb moisture. The footprints sank deeply into the mud. However, while M. de Guiche lay there unconscious, the ground began to firm up, and the later footprints were less deeply impressed.”

Louis clapped his hands in admiration.

“Monsieur d’Artagnan,” he said, “you’re definitely the cleverest man in my kingdom.”

“That’s exactly what M. de Richelieu and M. de Mazarin thought, sire.”

“Now we must see if your insight is correct.”

“Oh! Sire, anyone can make a mistake; humanum est errare,” the musketeer replied with philosophic calm.

“In that case, you are not human, Monsieur d’Artagnan, for I believe you are never mistaken.”

“Your Majesty said we would soon see whether that is true or not.”

“Yes.”

“In what way, if I may ask?”

“I have summoned M. de Manicamp, and he is on his way.”

“And M. de Manicamp knows the secret?”

“De Guiche has no secrets from M. de Manicamp.”

D’Artagnan shook his head. “No one witnessed the duel, I repeat; and unless M. de Manicamp—” the king said, his tone both commanding and cordial.

“Good evening, Your Majesty,” Manicamp replied, his smile broadening as he performed a perfect bow.

Saint-Aignan, still leaning over the back of the king’s chair, watched the exchange with a mix of amusement and curiosity. The atmosphere in the room was thick with anticipation, all of them acutely aware of the unspoken tension.

The king gestured for them to take their seats, his expression serious. “We have matters to discuss that require your utmost discretion,” he said, his voice low but firm.

D’Artagnan remained watchful in his corner, his eyes scanning the room, ready for action.

“Of course, sire,” Manicamp said, his attitude becoming earnest. “What would you like to discuss?”

The king leaned forward, his gaze intense. “It concerns recent developments in our court—matters that could change everything.”

As the words hung in the air, a sense of urgency enveloped the room, binding the three men in a shared understanding of their situation’s seriousness.

“Manicamp,” he said.

“Your Majesty sent for me,” Manicamp responded.

“Yes, to learn the details of the unfortunate accident involving the Comte de Guiche.”

“Oh, sire, it is indeed a grievous affair.”

“You were present at the scene?”

“Not exactly, sire.”

“But you arrived soon after the incident?”

“Sire, I arrived about half an hour later.”

“And where did this accident occur?”

“I believe, sire, it was at the Rond-point du Bois-Rochin.”

“Oh! The hunting rendezvous.”

“Exactly, sire.”

“Very well; please share everything you know regarding this unfortunate event, Monsieur de Manicamp.”

“Perhaps your Majesty has already been informed, and I would hate to bore you with repetition.”

“No, don’t worry about that.”

Manicamp glanced around; he saw only D’Artagnan, leaning calmly against the paneling—his demeanor as pleasant and easygoing as ever—and Saint-Aignan, who had accompanied him and still leaned over the king’s armchair, his expression equally warm. Encouraged, Manicamp chose to speak freely.

“Your Majesty knows,” he said, “that accidents are quite common in hunting.”

“In hunting, you say?”

“I mean, sire, when an animal is cornered.”

“Ah, I see!” the king replied. “So, it was at that moment, when the animal was trapped, that the accident occurred?”

“Alas, sire, it was indeed.”

The king paused for a moment before asking, “What animal was being hunted?”

“A wild boar, sire.”

“And what could have possessed De Guiche to go boar-hunting alone? That’s a foolish kind of sport, fit only for those who, unlike the Marechal de Gramont, have neither dogs nor huntsmen to hunt as gentlemen should.”

Manicamp shrugged.

“Youth is often reckless,” he said wisely.

“Well, go on,” the king pressed.

“At any rate,” Manicamp continued, carefully choosing his words, “poor De Guiche went hunting—entirely alone.”

“Completely alone? Really? What a sportsman!”

“Is M. de Guiche not aware that a wild boar will always turn and fight?”

“That’s precisely what happened, sire.”

“So he had some clue the beast was nearby?”

“Yes, sire. Some peasants saw it among their potatoes.”

“And what kind of animal was it?”

“A short, stocky beast.”

“You might as well say De Guiche wanted to kill himself; I’ve seen him hunt, and he’s both active and skilled. When he shoots at an animal cornered by dogs, he takes every precaution. Yet this time, he seems to have confronted the boar with nothing but pistols.”

Manicamp grimaced.

“A costly pair of pistols, no doubt—excellent for duels, useless against a wild boar!”

“There are some matters, sire, that simply defy explanation.”

“You are right, and this incident is certainly one of them. Please, continue.”

As the story unfolded, Saint-Aignan, who might have signaled Manicamp to be cautious, found the king’s eyes fixed on him, making communication impossible.

As for D’Artagnan, the statue of Silence in Athens was far noisier and more expressive than he was. So, Manicamp continued as he had begun, only growing more entangled in his tale.

“Sire,” he said, “this is probably what happened. Guiche was waiting to confront the boar as it ran at him.”

“On foot or horseback?” asked the king.

“On horseback. He aimed at the animal but missed, and then it charged him.”

“And the horse was killed.”

“Ah!”

“Your Majesty knows that already?”

“I’ve been told a horse was found dead at the crossroads of Bois-Rochin, and I assume it was De Guiche’s.”

“That’s right, Sire; it was his.”

“Well, that answers for the horse. And De Guiche?”

“Once he fell, the wild boar attacked him, wounding his hand and chest.”

“It’s a terrible accident, but it must be called De Guiche’s own fault. Who would hunt such a beast with pistols? Surely he forgot the fable of Adonis?”

Manicamp rubbed his ear, looking puzzled.

“That’s true,” he admitted. “It was most imprudent.”

“Can you explain this, Monsieur Manicamp?”

“Sire, what is written is written!”

“Ah! So you’re a fatalist.”

Manicamp shifted awkwardly and looked uneasy.

“I am displeased with you, Monsieur Manicamp,” the king continued.

“With me, Sire?”

“How is it that you, De Guiche’s close friend, knowing he is so reckless, didn’t try to stop him sooner?”

Manicamp was at a loss. The king’s tone was anything but naive; it lacked the weight of real severity and seemed almost playful.

“So, you’re saying,” the king went on, “that it was indeed De Guiche’s horse that was found dead?”

“Certainly, sire.”

“Did that surprise you?”

“No, sire; as you will recall, during the last hunt, M. de Saint-Maure lost a horse in the same way.”

“Yes, but that horse was ripped open.”

“Indeed, sire.”

“If De Guiche’s horse had met the same fate, I would not have been surprised.”

Manicamp’s eyes widened.

“Am I right,” the king continued, “was it not in the forehead that De Guiche’s horse was struck? You must admit, Monsieur de Manicamp, that is an odd spot for a wild boar to attack.”

“You know, sire, that horses are very clever, and likely the horse tried to defend itself.”

“But a horse defends itself with its heels, not its head.”

“In that case, the frightened horse may have stumbled or fallen,” Manicamp replied. “And the boar, you see, sire, the boar—”

“Oh, I understand that perfectly about the horse; but what about the rider?”

“Well, that’s simple enough, too. The boar left the horse and attacked the rider. As I’ve already had the honor to say, it shattered De Guiche’s hand just as he was about to fire his second pistol, and with a stroke of its tusk, made that nasty wound in his chest.”

“Nothing is more likely. Truly, Monsieur de Manicamp, you underestimate your narration; you tell a story admirably.”

“Your majesty is very kind,” Manicamp said, bowing awkwardly.

“From now on, I’ll forbid any gentleman at my court from such adventures. Really, you might as well allow dueling.”

Manicamp started, as if he were about to leave.

“Is Your Majesty satisfied?”

“Delighted; but please, Monsieur de Manicamp, don’t go yet,” Louis replied. “I have something else to discuss with you.”

“Well, well!” D’Artagnan thought, “Here’s another who doesn’t quite measure up.” He sighed as if to say, “Ah, where are men of our caliber now?”

At that moment, an usher lifted the curtain at the door and announced the king’s physician.

“Ah!” Louis exclaimed, “Here is Monsieur Valot, just back from visiting M. de Guiche. We’ll soon have news of the man injured by the boar.”

Manicamp felt even more uneasy.

“At least this way,” the king added, “our consciences will be clear.” He glanced at D’Artagnan, who appeared completely unfazed.




Chapter XVIII: The Physician

M. Valot entered the room, and the arrangement of those present remained unchanged: the king sat comfortably in his chair, Saint-Aignan leaned casually over the back of his armchair, D’Artagnan stood with his back against the wall, and Manicamp remained on his feet.

“Well, M. Valot,” said the king, “did you follow my instructions?”

“With the utmost diligence, sire.”

“You went to the doctor’s house in Fontainebleau?”

“Yes, sire.”

“And you found M. de Guiche there?”

“I did, sire.”

“What condition was he in? Speak freely.”

“He was in a very poor state indeed, sire.”

“The wild boar didn’t quite finish him off, did it?”

“Finish whom?”

“De Guiche.”

“What wild boar?”

“The one that wounded him.”

“M. de Guiche wounded by a boar?”

“That’s the story, at least.”

“More likely by a poacher, a jealous husband, or an aggrieved lover who, seeking revenge, shot at him.”

“What are you saying, Monsieur Valot? Wasn’t M. de Guiche’s injury the result of defending himself against a wild boar?”

“M. de Guiche’s wounds were caused by a bullet that shattered his ring finger and little finger on his right hand, before lodging in the intercostal muscles of his chest.”

“A bullet!”

“Are you sure Monsieur de Guiche was wounded by a bullet?” the king exclaimed, pretending to be surprised.

“Indeed, sire; so certain, in fact, that here it is.” He presented a half-flattened bullet to the king, who examined it without touching it.

“Did he have that in his chest, poor fellow?” the king asked.

“Not exactly. The bullet didn’t penetrate; it was flattened, as you see—either against the trigger of the pistol or on the right side of the breastbone.”

“Good heavens!” the king said, his tone serious. “You didn’t mention this to me, Monsieur de Manicamp.”

“Sire—”

“What does all this mean, then? That tale of hunting a wild boar at nightfall? Explain yourself, monsieur.”

“Sire—”

“It seems you were right,” the king said, turning to his captain of musketeers. “A duel really did occur.”

The king had, more than any other man, the ability that comes with power: the skill to manipulate and divide those beneath him.

Manicamp shot a reproachful glance at the musketeer. D’Artagnan immediately understood, and not wanting the burden of such an accusation, he stepped forward and said, “Sire, your majesty ordered me to investigate the crossroads at Bois-Rochin and to report on what I saw. I shared only my observations without naming anyone. It was you, sire, who first mentioned the Comte de Guiche.”

“Well, monsieur, well,” the king replied haughtily. “You have completed your duty, and I am satisfied with your report. But you, Monsieur de Manicamp, have failed in yours, for you have lied.”

“A falsehood, sire? That’s a harsh accusation.”

“Then choose another term if you wish.”

“Sire, I won’t try.”

“I’ve already had the misfortune of displeasing your majesty, and it’s better for me to humbly accept whatever reproach you feel necessary.”

“You are correct, monsieur. Anyone who withholds the truth from me risks my displeasure.”

“Sometimes, sire, one simply does not know the truth.”

“No more falsehoods, monsieur, or I shall double your punishment.”

Manicamp bowed, his face paling. D’Artagnan stepped forward, ready to intervene if the king’s anger went too far.

“You see, monsieur,” the king continued, “it’s no use denying it any longer. M. de Guiche fought a duel.”

“I do not deny it, sire. It would have been truly generous of your majesty not to force me into telling a lie.”

“Force? Who forced you?”

“Sire, M. de Guiche is my friend. Your Majesty has forbidden duels, with the penalty of death. A lie might save my friend’s life, and so I told it.”

“Good!” D’Artagnan muttered, “a fine person, indeed.”

“Rather than lie, monsieur, you should have prevented him from dueling,” the king replied.

“Oh! Sire, Your Majesty, the most accomplished gentleman in France, knows as well as any of us that no one ever thought M. de Bouteville disgraced himself by dying on the Place de Grève.”

“What truly dishonors a man is not the act of facing his enemy, but the cowardice of avoiding his executioner.”

“Well, monsieur, that may be true,” replied Louis XIV. “I would like to offer you a way to make amends.”

“If it is an honorable opportunity, I will eagerly accept it.”

“What is the name of M. de Guiche’s adversary?”

“Oh, oh!” D’Artagnan muttered. “Are we really going to make Louis XIII. our example?”

“Sire!” Manicamp protested, his tone full of reproach.

“You won’t name him, then?” the king insisted.

“Sire, I do not know him.”

“Bravo!” D’Artagnan exclaimed. “Monsieur de Manicamp, please hand your sword to the captain.”

With a graceful bow, Manicamp unbuckled his sword with a smile and offered it to the musketeer.

Saint-Aignan hurriedly stepped between D’Artagnan and the king. “Sire,” he said, “may I have a word with you?”

“Go ahead,” replied the king, perhaps secretly relieved at the intervention, feeling his anger was getting the best of him. “Manicamp, you are a brave man, and the king will appreciate that; but trying too hard for your friends can sometimes bring about their ruin. Do you know the name the king seeks?”

“I do indeed know it.”

“Will you tell us?”

“If I thought there was a real need to say it, I would have already done so.”

“Then I will reveal it, since I am not as sensitive on points of honor as you are.”

“You’re free to do so, but it seems to me—”

“Oh, enough with the gallantry; I won’t let you be sent to the Bastille like this. Speak, or I will.”

Manicamp, clever as always, realized he had done enough to earn a good opinion for now. He knew he only needed to keep calm to regain the king’s favor.

“Speak, Monsieur,” he said to Saint-Aignan. “I have done all my conscience demanded. It must have pressed me much,” he added, glancing at the king, “since it led me to disobey your majesty’s orders. I hope you’ll forgive me when you learn that I only meant to preserve the honor of a lady.”

“A lady?” the king replied, with a hint of unease.

“Yes, sire.”

“A lady was at the root of this duel?”

Manicamp bowed.

“If the lady’s position justifies it,” he said, “I cannot blame your caution; on the contrary, I commend you.”

“Sire, anything concerning your majesty’s household, or your brother’s, is most important to me.”

“In my brother’s household?” Louis XIV. echoed, hesitating a little.

“You say the cause of the duel was a lady from my brother’s household?”

“Or from Madame’s.”

“Ah! From Madame’s?”

“Yes, sire.”

“Well—and who is this lady?”

“She is one of the maids of honor to her royal highness, Madame la Duchesse d’Orleans.”

“For whom M. de Guiche fought, you claim?”

“Yes, sire, and this time I do not lie.”

Louis seemed restless and troubled.

“Gentlemen,” he said, turning to those present, “would you step aside for a moment? I have to speak privately with M. de Manicamp. There is something important he wishes to tell me in his defense, something he doesn’t dare say in front of others. Now, put away your sword, M. de Manicamp.”

Manicamp sheathed his sword.

“The man certainly knows what he’s doing,” the musketeer murmured, taking Saint-Aignan by the arm and leading him away.

“He’ll get out of this,” the latter whispered in D’Artagnan’s ear. “And with honor, too, Comte.”

Manicamp exchanged a knowing glance with Saint-Aignan and the captain, a moment that, luckily, went unnoticed by the king.

“Come along,” D’Artagnan said as he left the room, “I had a low opinion of the new generation. It seems I was wrong. There’s good among them after all.”

Valot led the favorite and the captain out, leaving the king and Manicamp alone in the private room.




Chapter XIX: Wherein D’Artagnan Realizes His Mistake, and Manicamp Proves Right

The king, wanting to make sure they were completely alone, checked the door and then faced Manicamp.

“Now that we are alone, Monsieur de Manicamp, explain yourself.”

“With complete honesty, sire,” the young man replied.

“But first, let me stress,” the king interjected, “that nothing matters more to me than the honor of any lady.”

“That is exactly why I wanted to determine how sensitive you were to the subject.”

“Now I see. So you say that one of my sister-in-law’s maids of honor is at the center of all this, and the man in question—the one you refuse to name—”

“Whom M. de Saint-Aignan will name, monsieur.”

“Yes, you claim that this man has offended someone in Madame’s household.”

“Yes, sire.”

“Mademoiselle de la Vallière.”

“Ah!” the king exclaimed, as if he had expected the name, but hearing it affected him.

“So, it was Mademoiselle de la Vallière who was insulted.”

“I wouldn’t say she was really insulted, sire.”

“But in any case—”

“I only mean she was spoken of in a way far from respectful.”

“Someone dared to speak disrespectfully of Mademoiselle de la Vallière, and you won’t give this person’s name?”

“Sire, I thought your majesty had given up trying to get me to denounce him.”

“That is true, monsieur,” the king answered, managing to control his anger. “Still, I will find out the name of the man in time, and I will consider it my duty to punish him.”

Manicamp sensed they were back to the main point. The king realized he had let himself get drawn in too deeply and went on,

“And I will punish him—not because of Mademoiselle de la Vallière, although I hold her in high esteem, but because a lady was the target of the dispute. I intend for women to be respected at my court, and I will put a stop to such quarrels once and for all.”

Manicamp bowed.

“And now, Monsieur de Manicamp,” the king went on, “what exactly was said about Mademoiselle de la Vallière?”

“Can’t your majesty guess?”

“I?”

“Your majesty can imagine the kind of jokes young men make.”

“They probably said she was in love with someone?” the king offered.

“Most likely.”

“But Mademoiselle de la Vallière has every right to love whomever she pleases,” the king said.

“That is exactly what De Guiche said.”

“And that’s why he fought, then?”

“Yes, sire, that is the only reason.”

The king’s cheeks grew red.

“And you know nothing more, then?”

“In what way, sire?”

“In that slightly mysterious way you just hinted at.”

“What does your majesty want to know?”

“Why, the name of the man La Vallière loves, the one De Guiche’s rival claimed she had no right to love.”

“Sire, I know nothing—I have heard nothing, and I haven’t picked up any rumors, even by chance. But I know that De Guiche is a noble soul. If he temporarily acted as La Vallière’s protector, it was because her true protector was of such high rank that he could not publicly defend her.”

These words were perfectly clear; they made the king blush in a different way—this time with pleasure. He gently tapped Manicamp on the shoulder.

“Well, well, Monsieur de Manicamp, you are quick-witted as well as brave. Your friend De Guiche is a true paladin, just the sort I admire; please let him know that from me.”

“Your majesty forgives me, then?”

“Completely.”

“And I’m free?”

The king smiled and extended his hand to Manicamp, who took it and kissed it respectfully.

“And I must add,” the king said, “you tell a story wonderfully well.”

“I, sire?”

“Yes, the way you described Guiche’s accident was excellent. I can imagine the wild boar charging from the woods—I see the horse falling, struggling to stay up, and the boar leaping from the horse to the rider.”

“You don’t just tell the story, you make it come alive.”

“Sire, I’m afraid you’re teasing me,” Manicamp answered.

“On the contrary,” Louis said seriously. “I speak in earnest, Monsieur de Manicamp. In fact, I’d like you to tell this adventure to everyone.”

“The story of the hunt?”

“Yes, exactly as you told it to me—without changing a single word. Do you understand?”

“Perfectly, sire.”

“And you’ll do so, then?”

“Right away.”

“Good! Now, summon M. d’Artagnan. I suppose you aren’t afraid of him anymore?”

“Oh, sire, as long as I am sure of your majesty’s goodwill, I fear nothing!”

“Then call him,” the king ordered. Manicamp opened the door and called, “Gentlemen, the king wishes you to return.”

D’Artagnan, Saint-Aignan, and Valot entered.

“Gentlemen,” the king said, “I called you here to let you know that Monsieur de Manicamp’s explanation has fully satisfied me.”

D’Artagnan exchanged glances with Valot and Saint-Aignan, as if to say, “There you have it!”

“Did I not say so?”

The king led Manicamp to the door and, lowering his voice, told him, “See to it that M. de Guiche takes good care of himself, especially so he recovers quickly. I want to thank him on behalf of all the ladies, but he must make sure not to resume such affairs.”

“If he were to die a hundred times, sire, he would rise again if your majesty’s honor was ever at stake.”

This remark was quite bold. Still, as we’ve said, the king had a fondness for flattery, and when he got it, he didn’t worry much about how refined it was.

“Very well, very well,” he said, dismissing Manicamp. “I’ll speak to De Guiche myself and bring him to reason.”

As Manicamp left the room, the king turned to the three witnesses and asked,

“Tell me, Monsieur d’Artagnan, how is it that your eyesight failed you today? Yours is usually so sharp.”

“My eyesight poor, sire?”

“Indeed.”

“If your majesty says so, it must be true—but in what way, if I may ask?”

“Well, concerning what happened at Bois-Rochin.”

“Ah! ah!”

“Exactly. You claimed to see the tracks of two horses and recognize the footprints of two men, describing a duel that you say took place.”

“Nothing like that happened; it was just a trick of your imagination.”

“Ah! Ah!” D’Artagnan said. “Just like the galloping horses and all the signs of a struggle—it all turned out to be De Guiche fighting the wild boar. Nothing more. Still, that struggle must have been long and fierce.”

“Ah! Ah!” D’Artagnan continued. “And to think I almost believed it! But you told the story so convincingly.”

“I must confess, sire, I was rather short-sighted,” D’Artagnan said, his good humor making the king laugh.

“You admit it, then?”

“Most certainly, sire, I do.”

“So how do you view the matter now?”

“In a very different light than I did half an hour ago.”

“And what changed your mind?”

“Oh, it’s simple, sire. Half an hour ago, I returned from Bois-Rochin with nothing but a stable lantern to guide me—”

“And now?”

“Now I have all the wax lights from your cabinet, and above all, your majesty’s own eyes, which light everything up as if it were noon.”

The king laughed heartily, and Saint-Aignan broke into fits of laughter.

“It’s just like M. Valot,” D’Artagnan added, picking up where the king had left off. “He was convinced not only that M. de Guiche was wounded by a bullet, but that he even took it from his chest himself.”

“Upon my word,” Valot said, “I assure you—”

“Didn’t you believe that?” D’Artagnan pressed.

“Yes,” Valot answered, “not only did I believe it, but I would swear to it right now.”

“Well, my dear doctor, you’ve only dreamt it.”

“I’ve dreamt it!”

“De Guiche’s wound—a mere fantasy; the bullet, nothing but imagination. So, take my advice: don’t speak of it again.”

“Well said,” the king added. “M. d’Artagnan is wise. Don’t share your dream with anyone, Monsieur Valot, and you’ll have nothing to regret. Good evening, gentlemen; truly, a wild boar hunt is a most unfortunate event!”

“A very serious thing, indeed,” D’Artagnan echoed loudly, “is a wild boar hunt!” He repeated this in every room he passed through as he left the chateau, Valot following.

“And now that we’re alone,” the king said to Saint-Aignan, “who is De Guiche’s adversary?”

Saint-Aignan studied the king.

“Oh! Don’t hesitate,” said the king. “You know I am bound to forgive.”

“De Wardes,” replied Saint-Aignan.

“Very well,” Louis XIV said, and as he returned to his chamber, he murmured to himself, “To forgive is not to forget.”

# Chapter XX: The Advantage of Having Two Strings to One’s Bow

Manicamp left the king’s apartment, elated by his success. Just as he reached the bottom of the staircase and was passing a doorway, he felt someone tugging at his sleeve. He turned and saw Montalais, who was waiting for him in the hallway. Leaning forward conspiratorially and speaking in a hushed tone, she urged, “Follow me, monsieur, and without delay, if you please.”  
“Where to, mademoiselle?” Manicamp asked.  
“In the first place, a true knight wouldn’t have asked such a question; he would have followed me without needing any explanation.”  
“Well, mademoiselle, I’m ready to act like a true knight.”  
“No; it’s too late for that, and you can’t claim credit for it now. We’re heading to Madame’s apartment, so come along.”  
“Ah, ah!” Manicamp replied. “Lead the way, then.”

He followed Montalais, who darted ahead like a nimble Galatea. “This time,” Manicamp mused as he trailed behind, “I doubt tales of hunting expeditions will be well-received. We’ll give it a try, but if needed—well, if the situation calls for it, we’ll have to think of something else.” Montalais continued to race ahead. “How tiring this is,” Manicamp thought. “To have to rely on both my wits and legs at the same time.”

At last, they arrived.

Madame had just finished undressing and was in a most elegant state of *déshabillé*. It should be noted that she had changed her attire before she had any inkling of the emotions now stirring within her. She waited with restless impatience, and when Montalais and Manicamp arrived, they found her standing near the door. At the sound of their approaching footsteps, Madame stepped forward to greet them. “Ah!” she exclaimed, “at last!”  
“Here is M. Manicamp,” Montalais announced. Manicamp bowed deeply, showing the utmost respect. Madame gestured for Montalais to withdraw, and she promptly complied.

Madame watched her leave in silence, her gaze lingering until the door clicked shut behind her. Turning to Manicamp, she asked, “What’s going on? Is it true, Monsieur de Manicamp, that someone is lying wounded in the château?”  
“Yes, Madame, unfortunately. It is Monsieur de Guiche.”  
“Monsieur de Guiche,” the princess echoed. “I had heard rumors, but nothing confirmed. So it is indeed Monsieur de Guiche who has met with this misfortune?”  
“Indeed, Madame, it is M. de Guiche himself.”  
“Are you aware, M. de Manicamp,” the princess said quickly, “that the king has a strong aversion to duels?”  
“Absolutely, Madame; however, a duel with a wild beast cannot be held accountable.”  
“Oh, please don’t insult me by suggesting I should believe that absurd story—whatever the motive—about M. de Guiche being wounded by a wild boar.”  
“No, no, Madame; the truth is out, and besides the inconvenience of his injury, M. de Guiche risks losing not just his liberty, but perhaps even his life.”  
“Alas, Madame, I am well aware of that, but what can be done?”  
“You have spoken to the king?”  
“Yes, Madame.”  
“And what did you tell him?”  
“I recounted how M. de Guiche went hunting, how a wild boar charged out of the Bois-Rochin, how M. de Guiche fired at it, and how the furious beast then attacked him, killing his horse and severely wounding him.”  
“And the king believed this?”  
“Absolutely.”  
“Oh, you astonish me, Monsieur de Manicamp; you truly astonish me.”

Madame began to pace the room, occasionally casting scrutinizing glances at Manicamp, who stood still and motionless in his spot. Finally, she came to a halt.  
“And yet,” she replied, “everyone here seems to agree on a different reason for this wound.”  
“What reason, Madame?” Manicamp asked. “May I, without being indiscreet, inquire what your highness believes?”  
“You dare to ask such a question! You, M. de Guiche’s close friend, his confidant, indeed!”  
“Oh, Madame! Close friend—yes; confidant—no. De Guiche is a man who guards his secrets closely. He certainly has his own, but he never reveals a word about them. De Guiche embodies discretion, Madame.”  
“Very well, then; those secrets that M. de Guiche...”  
de Guiche is known for his scrupulous nature,” the princess replied, almost spitefully. “I will have the pleasure of informing you, for the king may very well question you again. If, on that occasion, you repeat the same story, he might not be entirely satisfied.”  
“But, Madame, I believe your highness is mistaken regarding the king. His majesty was perfectly satisfied with my account, I assure you.”  
“In that case, allow me to assure you, Monsieur de Manicamp, it only proves one thing: that his majesty is easily pleased.”  
“I think your highness is mistaken in that assessment; his majesty is known to be content only with very good reason.”  
“Do you really believe he will thank you for your officious falsehood when he learns tomorrow that M. de Guiche had a quarrel on behalf of his friend M. de Bragelonne, which ended in a hostile meeting?”  
“A quarrel on M. de Bragelonne’s behalf?” Manicamp replied, feigning innocence. “What an honor you do me by saying such a thing?”  
“What is so astonishing about that? M. De Guiche is susceptible, irritable, and quick to lose his temper.”  
“On the contrary, Madame, I know M. de Guiche to be quite patient, and he only becomes susceptible or irritable under strong circumstances.”  
“But isn’t friendship a valid reason?” the princess asked.  
“Oh, certainly, Madame; especially for a heart like his.”  
“Very well; you won’t deny, I presume, that M. de Bragelonne is a good friend of M. de Guiche?”  
“A great friend.”  
“Well then, M. de Guiche has taken M.

de Bragelonne’s place; since M. de Bragelonne was absent and unable to fight, he fought on his behalf.”

Manicamp began to smile, subtly nodding his head and shoulders, as if to say, “Well, if you insist—”  
“But speak, for heaven’s sake!” the princess urged, her patience running thin. “Just speak!”  
“Me?”  
“Of course! It’s clear you don’t share my view, and you have something to say.”  
“I have only one thing to say, Madame.”  
“Then say it!”  
“That I don’t understand a single word of what you’ve just told me.”  
“What! You don’t understand anything about M. de Guiche’s quarrel with M. de Wardes?” the princess exclaimed, her temper fraying. Manicamp fell silent.  
“A quarrel,” she continued, “that came from a conversation scandalous in tone and substance, and more or less based on the virtue of a certain lady.”  
“Ah!”  
“Of a certain lady—this is quite another matter,” Manicamp said. “You begin to see, don’t you?”  
“Your Highness will excuse me, but I cannot—”  
“You cannot,” Madame replied, her frustration evident. “Very well, then, give me a moment, and I will dare.”  
“Madame, Madame!” Manicamp exclaimed, feigning great distress. “Be careful with your words.”  
“It seems, Monsieur, that if I were a man, you would challenge me, despite His Majesty’s edicts, just as Monsieur de Guiche challenged M. de Wardes—over the virtue of Mademoiselle de la Vallière.”  
“Mademoiselle de la Vallière!” Manicamp gasped, stepping back as if struck.  
“What prompts such a reaction, Monsieur de Manicamp?” Madame asked, her tone laced with irony. “Are you suggesting you would be so impertinent as to question that young lady’s honor?”  
“Madame, throughout this entire affair, there has been no question regarding Mademoiselle de la Vallière’s honor.”  
“What? When two men have nearly shot each other over a woman, you claim she was not involved, and that her name hasn’t been brought up at all? I didn’t think you were such a poor courtier, Monsieur de Manicamp.”  
“Please forgive me, Madame,” the young man replied, “but we are clearly not speaking the same language.”  
"You honor me by speaking one language while I am speaking an entirely different one."  
"I beg your pardon, but I don't understand what you mean."  
"Forgive me; I thought I heard you say that De Guiche and De Wardes fought over Mademoiselle de la Vallière?"  
"Certainly."  
"Over Mademoiselle de la Vallière, as you mentioned?" Manicamp repeated. "I’m not suggesting that M. de Guiche has a personal interest in her, but rather that he acted on behalf of someone else."  
"On behalf of someone else?"  
"Come now, don’t wear such a bewildered expression. Doesn’t everyone here know that M. de Bragelonne is engaged to Mademoiselle de la Vallière? Before he embarked on the mission the king gave him, he asked his friend M. de Guiche to keep an eye on that charming young lady."  
"Then there is nothing more for me to say."  
"Your Highness is well-informed."  
"About everything. I implore you to grasp that fully."

Manicamp chuckled, which almost exasperated the princess, known for her lack of patience.  
"Madame," he continued, bowing to her, "let us leave this matter in forgetfulness, for it will likely never be fully explained."  
"Well, there's nothing more to be done on that front, and the information is complete. The king will discover that M. de Guiche has taken up the cause of this little adventuress, who parades as if she were a grand lady. He will learn that Monsieur de Bragelonne, having appointed his friend M. de Guiche as his guardian, promptly turned his attention to the Marquis de Wardes, who dared to encroach upon his privileges."  
“Moreover, you cannot deny it, Monsieur Manicamp—you, who are so well-informed—that the king, too, casts a longing eye upon this famous treasure and will harbor no small grudge against M. de Guiche for taking it upon himself to defend it. Are you sufficiently informed now, or do you require anything further? If so, please speak, monsieur.”  
“No, Madame, there is nothing more I wish to know.”  
“However, you should be aware—Monsieur de Manicamp—that his majesty’s indignation will have serious consequences. In princes of a temperament like his, jealousy strikes like a whirlwind.”  
“Which you will temper, Madame.”  
“I!” exclaimed the princess, her voice dripping with irony. “I! And by what right, may I ask?”  
“Because you detest injustice, Madame.”  
“And according to your reasoning, it would be unjust to prevent the king from arranging his love affairs as he pleases.”  
“You will intercede, however, on behalf of M. de Guiche’s favor?”  
“You must be mad, monsieur,” the princess replied, her voice heavy with disdain.  
“On the contrary, I am perfectly in command of my senses; and I insist, you will defend M. de Guiche before the king.”  
“Why should I?”  
“Because M. de Guiche’s cause is your own, Madame,” Manicamp said, his eyes alight with fervor.  
“What do you mean by that?”  
“I mean, Madame, that regarding the defense M. de Guiche undertook in M. de Bragelonne’s absence, I am surprised your highness hasn’t recognized the pretext in La Vallière’s name being used.”  
“A pretext?”  
"But a pretext for what?" the princess echoed, her voice hesitant as Manicamp's steady gaze began to reveal a troubling truth.  
"I trust, Madame," the young man replied, "that I have said enough to persuade your highness not to overwhelm my poor friend, De Guiche, before His Majesty. He is about to become the target of all the malice from a faction bitterly opposed to your own."  
"You mean, I suppose, that those who have no affection for Mademoiselle de la Vallière—and perhaps even a few who do—will be angry with the comte?"  
"Oh, Madame! Why must you be so obstinate and refuse to accept the advice of someone whose devotion to you has no bounds? Am I to risk your displeasure? Must I truly be compelled to name, against my own wishes, the person who was the real cause of this quarrel?"  
"The person?" Madame asked, her cheeks flushing.  
"Must I," Manicamp continued, "explain how poor De Guiche became irritated, furious, and utterly exasperated by the rumors swirling about this individual? If you insist on willful blindness, and if respect prevents me from naming her outright—must I, I ask again, remind you of the various confrontations Monsieur had with the Duke of Buckingham and the rumors surrounding the duke’s exile?"  
Must I remind you of the anxious care the comte always took in his efforts to please, to watch over, and to protect the one for whom he lives and breathes? Very well, I shall do so. Once I have recounted the details I mean, you may begin to understand how it came to be that the comte, having lost all self-control and having been harassed almost to death by De Wardes, became inflamed with passion at the first disrespectful remark the latter made about the person in question. He longed only for a chance to avenge the insult.

The princess covered her face with her hands. “Monsieur, monsieur!” she exclaimed. “Do you realize what you are saying and to whom you are speaking?”  
“And so, Madame,” Manicamp continued, as if he hadn’t heard her exclamations, “nothing will surprise you any longer—neither the comte’s passion in seeking the quarrel nor his remarkable skill in deflecting it away from your own personal interests. That latter action was truly a marvelous display of tact and composure. If the person for whom the comte fought and bled owes any gratitude to the wounded man, it is not for the blood he shed or the agony he endured, but for the lengths he went to in order to protect a reputation that is far more precious to him than his own.”  
“Oh!” cried Madame, as if she were alone. “Is it possible the quarrel was on my account?”

Manicamp felt he could finally breathe for a moment—and he had gallantly earned that right. Meanwhile, Madame remained lost in a painful reverie for some time. Her agitation was evident in her quickened breaths, her drooping eyelids, and the way she pressed her hand against her heart. Yet, for her, coquetry was not simply a passive trait; it was a fire that found fuel everywhere.  
“If what you say is true,” she remarked, “the comte will have done a service to two people at once. Monsieur de Bragelonne also owes much to M. de Guiche—and even more, since Mademoiselle de la Vallière will always be seen as having been defended by this noble champion.”

Manicamp noticed that a flicker of doubt still lingered in the princess’s heart.  
“Indeed, the service he has rendered to Mademoiselle de la Vallière is truly admirable!” he exclaimed. “A remarkable service to M. de Bragelonne as well!”

de Bragelonne! The duel has stirred a sensation that, in many ways, casts a dishonorable shadow over that young girl. Indeed, this uproar will entangle her with the vicomte. As a result, De Wardes’s bullet has caused three problems instead of one: it tarnishes a woman's honor, shatters a man's happiness, and perhaps even mortally wounds one of the finest gentlemen in France. Oh, Madame! Your logic is cold—almost calculating; it always condemns and never absolves.

Manicamp’s final words dispelled the last remnants of doubt, not in Madame’s heart but in her mind. She was no longer a princess burdened by scruples or a woman plagued by recurring suspicions; she had become someone who had just felt the chilling sting of a deep wound.  
“Wounded to death!” she murmured, her voice trembling. “Oh, Monsieur de Manicamp! Did you not say he was wounded to death?”  
Manicamp offered no response but a deep sigh.  
“So, you’re saying the comte is in danger of dying?” the princess pressed on.  
“Yes, Madame. One of his hands is shattered, and there’s a bullet lodged in his chest.”  
“Gracious heavens!” the princess exclaimed, her excitement turning feverish. “This is dreadful! Monsieur de Manicamp, a shattered hand and a bullet in his chest? How can this be?”  
“And that coward! That wretch! That assassin, De Wardes, did it!”

Manicamp appeared overwhelmed by a surge of emotion. He had, in fact, shown considerable energy in the latter part of his outburst. As for Madame, she cast aside any pretense of propriety that society demands; when passion stirred within her, whether in anger or sympathy, nothing could hold back her impulses. She approached Manicamp, who had slumped into a chair, as if his grief provided ample justification for his breach of etiquette.  
“Monsieur,” she said, grasping his hand, “please be honest with me.”  
Manicamp looked up.  
“Is M. de Guiche in danger of dying?”  
“Doubly so, Madame,” he replied. “First, there’s the hemorrhage from an injured artery in his hand. Then, there’s the wound in his chest, which the doctor fears may have affected a vital organ.”  
“He may die, then?”  
“Yes, Madame; and without even knowing that you were informed of his devotion.”  
“You must tell him.”  
“I?”  
“Yes; are you not his friend?”  
“I? Oh, no, Madame. I will only tell M. de Guiche—if he is still able to hear me—what I have witnessed; that is, your cruelty toward him.”  
“Oh, Monsieur, you cannot be so cruel!”  
“Indeed, Madame, I must speak the truth. Nature is quite powerful in a man of his age. The physicians are skilled, and if the poor Comte survives his injury, I would not want him to endure a wound of the heart after surviving one of the body.” Manicamp rose, his expression one of deep respect, as if he were preparing to take his leave.  
“At least, monsieur,” Madame said, stopping him with a nearly pleading look, “could you kindly tell me how your wounded friend is doing and who is attending to him?”  
“As for his condition, Madame, he is seriously ill. His physician is M. Valot, the private medical attendant to his majesty. M. Valot is also being assisted by a colleague, to whose residence M. de Guiche has been taken.”  
“What! He is not in the château?” Madame exclaimed.  
“Alas, Madame! The poor fellow was so ill that he could not even be brought there.”  
“Please give me the address, monsieur,” the princess said urgently. “I will send someone to inquire after him.”  
“Rue du Feurre; it’s a brick house with white shutters. The doctor’s name is on the door.”  
“Are you returning to your wounded friend, Monsieur de Manicamp?”  
“Yes, Madame.”  
“Then you can do me a favor.”  
“I am at your highness’s service.”  
“Do what you intended: return to M. de Guiche, send away everyone you find there, and kindly take your leave as well.”  
“Madame—”  
“Let’s not waste time on unnecessary explanations. Accept my request as it stands; see it for what it is, and don’t ask for more than I’m telling you. I’m going to send one of my ladies, perhaps two, since it’s getting late. I don’t want them to see you, or rather, I don’t want you to see them.”  
"These are scruples you can appreciate, especially you, Monsieur de Manicamp, who seem so skilled at understanding the nuances of our situation."  
"Oh, Madame, indeed; I can do even better—I will lead the way for your attendants. This will not only help them find the place more easily but also ensure their safety if needed, though I doubt they will require protection."  
"And this way, they will certainly enter without difficulty, correct?"  
"Absolutely, Madame; as the first to go through, I will clear any obstacles that may be in the way."  
"Very well. Go, Monsieur de Manicamp, and wait at the bottom of the staircase."  
"I shall go at once, Madame."  
"Wait."

Manicamp paused.  
"When you hear the footsteps of two women descending the stairs, step out and, without looking back, take the path that leads to where the poor count lies."  
"But what if, by some mischance, two other people were to come down, and I mistook them?"  
"You will hear one of the two clap her hands softly. Now go."  

Manicamp turned, bowed again, and left the room, his heart full of joy. He knew that Madame's presence would be the best remedy for his friend's wounds. Hardly a quarter of an hour had passed when he heard the gentle creak of a door opening, followed by the soft click as it closed.

He listened to the quiet footfalls gliding down the staircase, then heard the agreed-upon signal. Without hesitation, he stepped out and, true to his promise, made his way through the streets of Fontainebleau, never once looking back, toward the doctor's residence.

# Chapter XXI: M. Malicorne, the Keeper of the Records of France

Two women, their figures completely cloaked in mantles and their faces covered by masks, timidly followed in Manicamp’s footsteps.

On the first floor, behind curtains of rich red damask, the soft glow of a lamp on a low table faintly illuminated the room. At the far end, on a large bedstead supported by spiral columns, lay De Guiche, his head propped on pillows, his eyes clouded as if shrouded in the mists of death. His long black hair spilled across the pillow, accentuating the hollowness of his temples. It was





Chapter XXIII: Triumfeminate

Upon the king’s arrival in Paris, he attended the council that had been convened and worked diligently for part of the day. The queen remained with the queen mother, tears streaming down her face as soon as she had taken leave of the king. “Oh, madame!” she cried, “the king no longer loves me! What will become of me?”

“A husband always loves his wife when she is as you are,” replied Anne of Austria.

“But there may come a time when he loves another woman instead of me.”

“What do you mean by loving?” the young queen asked.

“Always thinking of someone—constantly seeking her company.”

“Have you noticed,” said Anne of Austria, “that the king has ever done anything of the sort?”

“No, madame,” the young queen replied hesitantly.

“So what is there to complain about, then, Marie?”

“You must admit that the king has distanced himself from me.”

“The king, my daughter, belongs to his people.”

“And that is precisely why he no longer belongs to me. That is why I will find myself, like so many queens before me, forsaken and forgotten, while glory and honors are given to others. Oh, my mother!”

“The king is so handsome! How often do others tell him they love him, and how deeply they must feel it!”

“It’s quite rare, indeed, for women to fall in love with the man behind the crown. But if such a thing were to happen—which I doubt—you would do better to wish, Marie, that those women truly love your husband. For one, the devoted affection of a mistress often leads to the swift fading of a lover’s feelings. Moreover, as she falls in love, the mistress loses her influence over him; she desires his affection, not his wealth. So, wish instead that the king loves lightly, and that his mistress loves with all her heart.”

“Oh, my mother, what power could a deep affection hold over him!”

“And yet you claim to be resigned?”

“Quite true, quite true; I speak foolishly. Still, there’s a feeling of anguish I can never shake.”

“And what is that?”

“The king may choose a happy path—he could find a home filled with all the warmth and tenderness we can barely offer him, a home with children surrounding him, the children of another woman.”

“Oh, madame! I would surely perish if I were to see the king’s children.”

“Marie, Marie,” the queen-mother replied with a gentle smile, taking the young queen’s hand in hers. “Remember what I’m about to say, and let it always bring you comfort: the king cannot have a Dauphin without you.”

With that, the queen-mother left her daughter-in-law to greet Madame, whose arrival in the grand cabinet had just been announced by one of the pages. Madame had barely taken the time to change her dress, and her face betrayed her agitation, revealing a plan that occupied her thoughts even as its outcome troubled her.

“I came to see,” she said, “if your majesties are feeling any fatigue from our journey.”

“Not at all,” the queen-mother replied.

“A little,” Maria Theresa added.

“I have suffered from annoyance more than anything else,” Madame said.

“How so?” asked Anne of Austria.

“The fatigue the king endures from riding around on horseback.”

“That’s good for the king.”

“And it was I who advised him,” Maria Theresa replied, her face paling.

Madame offered no response, but a fleeting smile—distinctly her own—crossed her lips, though it did not reach her eyes. Quickly shifting the topic, she continued, “We will find Paris just as we left it; the same intrigues, plots, and flirtations are still in play.”

“Intrigues? What intrigues are you referring to?” inquired the queen-mother.

“People are talking quite a bit about M. Fouquet and Madame Plessis-Belliere.”

“That brings the total to about ten thousand,” replied the queen mother. “But what are these plots you mentioned?”

“It seems we have some misunderstandings with Holland to address.”

“What kind of misunderstandings?”

“Monsieur has been recounting the story of the medals.”

“Oh!” exclaimed the young queen. “You mean those medals struck in Holland, featuring a cloud passing across the sun, which is the king’s emblem. That’s not a plot—it’s an insult.”

“Yet it’s so trivial that the king can easily dismiss it,” the queen mother replied. “Now, what about the flirtations you hinted at? Are you referring to Madame d’Olonne?”

“No, no; it’s something closer to home.”

“Casa de usted,” the queen mother murmured, leaning in to speak softly in her daughter-in-law’s ear, careful not to be overheard by Madame. She continued, “Have you heard the terrible news?”

“Oh, yes; M. de Guiche’s wound.”

“And you believe, as everyone else does, that it was just an accident while hunting?”

“Yes, of course,” both queens replied in unison, their interest piqued.

Madame stepped closer, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “It was a duel.”

“Ah!” Anne of Austria replied, her tone stern. The word “duel” had a peculiar weight in her ears, a reminder of the prohibition that had loomed over France throughout her reign. “A most regrettable duel, which has nearly cost Monsieur two of his closest friends and the king two of his most loyal servants.”

“What sparked the duel?” the young queen asked, curiosity piqued by an unspoken instinct.

“Flirtation,” Madame declared triumphantly. “The gentlemen in question were debating the merits of a particular lady at court. One claimed that Pallas was a mere shadow compared to her, while the other insisted that the lady was a perfect embodiment of Venus, captivating Mars. And so, they fought as fiercely as Hector and Achilles.”

“Venus captivating Mars?” the young queen murmured, hesitant to delve too deeply into the allegory. “Who is the lady?” Anne of Austria interjected abruptly.

“You mentioned, if I recall correctly, that she was one of the ladies of honor?”

“Did I say that?” Madame replied. “Yes, I believe I heard you mention it.”

“Are you not aware that such a woman brings misfortune to a royal house?”

“Are you referring to Mademoiselle de la Vallière?” the queen-mother asked. “Yes, indeed, that rather plain-looking girl.”

“I thought she was engaged to a gentleman who, from what I’ve heard, is neither M. de Guiche nor M. de Wardes?”

“That’s quite possible, madame.”

The young queen picked up a piece of tapestry, attempting to embroider with a calmness that her trembling fingers betrayed.

“What were you saying about Venus and Mars?” the queen-mother pressed on.

“Is there a Mars as well?”

“She claims there is.”

“Did you say she claims it?”

“That was the reason for the duel.”

“And M. de Guiche defended Mars’s honor?”

“Yes, of course; like the loyal servant he is.”

“The loyal servant of whom?” the young queen exclaimed, her composure slipping as jealousy bubbled to the surface.

“Mars, who can only be defended at the expense of Venus,” Madame replied. “M. de Guiche insisted on Mars’s complete innocence and likely argued that it was all just a boast.”

“And M. de Wardes,” Anne of Austria said calmly, “I suppose he spread the rumor that Venus was justified?”

“Oh, De Wardes,” Madame thought, “you will pay dearly for the wound you’ve inflicted on that noblest—best of men!” With that, she launched into a bitter tirade against De Wardes, channeling both her own and De Guiche’s grievances, convinced she was paving the way for her enemy’s downfall.

She spoke at length, so much so that had Manicamp been present, he would have regretted his steadfast loyalty to his friend, knowing it had led to the downfall of his unfortunate rival.

“I see only one source of trouble in this entire affair, and that is La Vallière herself,” declared the queen-mother.

The young queen continued her work with a perfect air of indifference, while Madame listened intently.

“I still don’t fully grasp what you meant earlier about the dangers of coquetry,” Anne of Austria said, prompting Madame to respond quickly.

“It’s true that if the girl hadn’t been a coquette, Mars wouldn’t have given her a second thought.”

The mention of Mars brought a fleeting blush to the queen’s cheeks, but she remained focused on her task.

“I will not allow gentlemen to be pitted against one another in my court,” Anne of Austria stated calmly. “Such manners may have been useful in an era when the divided nobility had no rallying point beyond mere gallantry. Back then, women held absolute sway and were privileged to spur men’s valor through frequent tests of their courage. But now, thank Heaven, there is but one master in France, to whom every instinct of the mind and every pulse of the body are owed. I will not allow my son to be deprived of a single one of his servants.” She turned to the young queen and asked, “What shall we do with this La Vallière?”

“La Vallière?” the queen replied, seemingly surprised. “I don’t even know the name.” Her words were accompanied by one of those cold, fixed smiles that only royalty can muster. Madame, a princess of great stature—great in intelligence, birth, and pride—was taken aback by the queen’s response. She paused for a moment to regain her composure.

“She is one of my maids of honor,” she said with a bow.

“In that case,” Maria Theresa replied sharply, “this is your concern, my sister, not ours.”

“I beg your pardon,” Anne of Austria interjected, “it is indeed my concern. And I fully grasp,” she continued, casting an insightful glance at Madame, “your motive for saying what you just did.”

“Everything that comes from you, madame,” the English princess remarked, “flows from the lips of Wisdom.”

“If we send this girl back to her family,” Maria Theresa said gently, “we must provide her with a pension.”

“I will cover that from my own income,” Madame exclaimed.

“No, no,” Anne of Austria interrupted, “let’s not create a disturbance, please. The king dislikes even the slightest disrespectful remark about any lady. Let’s handle this quietly. Would you kindly summon the girl, Madame? And you, my daughter, please retire to your room.”

The dowager queen’s requests were commands, and as Maria Theresa stood to return to her quarters, Madame rose to send a page to summon La Vallière.




Chapter XXIV: The First Quarrel

La Vallière entered the queen-mother’s chambers, completely unaware that a serious plot was unfolding against her. She assumed the meeting was related to her duties, and the queen-mother had never been unkind to her in such matters. Moreover, since she was not directly under Anne of Austria’s authority, her connection with the queen was strictly official. La Vallière’s gentle nature, combined with the high status of the esteemed princess, made her yield gracefully in every encounter. With that soft, gentle smile that was her greatest charm, she approached the queen-mother. Noticing that La Vallière had not come close enough, Anne of Austria motioned for her to step nearer.

Madame then entered the room, displaying a calm demeanor as she took her seat beside her mother-in-law and resumed the work that Maria Theresa had begun. When La Vallière stepped in, expecting immediate direction, she was startled by the scene before her. Curiosity mingled with unease as she watched the two princesses. Anne appeared deep in thought, while Madame pretended indifference, a pretense that would have unsettled anyone less timid than Louise.

“Mademoiselle,” the queen-mother said suddenly, her Spanish accent clear and unrestrained, something rare unless she was angry. “Come closer; we were just talking about you, as it seems everyone else does.”

“Me?” La Vallière exclaimed, her face losing all color.

“Are you really unaware of it? Do you not know about the duel between M. de Guiche and M. de Wardes?”

“Oh, madame! I heard about it yesterday,” La Vallière exclaimed, clasping her hands together.

“Did you not foresee this quarrel?”

“Why would I, madame?”

“Because two men never fight without a reason, and you must know what sparked the animosity between them.”

“I am completely unaware of it, madame.”

“A persistent denial is a rather common defense, and you, who pride yourself on being clever, should avoid such clichés. What else can you say?”

“Oh! madame, your majesty frightens me with your cold severity; I truly do not understand how I could have incurred your displeasure, or why people concern themselves with me.”

“Then let me explain. M. De Guiche has been compelled to defend you,” the queen said.

“My defense?”

“Yes. He is a gallant knight, and charming adventuresses enjoy seeing brave men joust for their honor. But as for me, I detest battlefields, and above all, I loathe adventures—take my words as you will.”

La Vallière dropped to her knees before the queen, who turned her back on her. She reached out her hands toward Madame, who laughed mockingly. A surge of pride lifted her to her feet.

“I have begged your majesty to tell me the crime I am accused of—I have the right to know; yet here I stand, condemned before even being allowed to defend myself.”

“Eh! Indeed,” cried Anne of Austria, “listen to her lovely phrases, Madame, and her delicate sentiments; she is a bottomless well of tenderness and heroic expressions. It’s clear, young lady, that you have cultivated your mind in the company of royalty.”

La Vallière felt as if she had been struck to the core; she didn’t grow paler, but became as white as a lily, and all her strength seemed to leave her.

“I want to tell you,” the queen interjected disdainfully, “that if you continue harboring such feelings, you’ll humiliate us to the point where we’re ashamed to see you. Be simple in your manners. By the way, I’ve heard that you are engaged; is that true?”

La Vallière pressed her hand over her heart, which ached with a fresh pain.

“Answer when you are spoken to!”

“Yes, madame.”

“To a gentleman?”

“Yes, madame.”

“His name?”

“The Vicomte de Bragelonne.”

“Are you aware that it is extremely fortunate for you, mademoiselle, that this is the case? Given your lack of wealth or rank, and without any exceptional personal advantages, you ought to thank Heaven for the future that lies ahead of you.”

La Vallière remained silent.

“Where is the Vicomte de Bragelonne?” the queen pressed.

“In England,” Madame replied. “The news of this young lady’s success will surely reach him there.”

“Oh, Heaven!” La Vallière murmured in despair.

“Very well, mademoiselle,” Anne of Austria continued. “We will arrange for this young gentleman to return and send you away with him. If you have a different opinion—after all, young women can have strange ideas—trust me, I will guide you back to the right path. I have done the same for girls less virtuous than you.”

La Vallière stopped listening to the queen, who coldly added, “I will send you somewhere alone, where you can reflect in earnest. Reflection calms the passions and dispels the illusions of youth.”

“I trust you understand what I’ve been saying?”

“Madame!”

“Not a word?”

“I am innocent of all your majesty suspects. Oh, madame! You see my distress. I love and respect you deeply.”

“It would be far better if you didn’t respect me at all,” the queen replied, her tone laced with cold irony. “It would be far better if you were guilty. Do you think I would be satisfied simply to leave you unpunished if you had indeed done wrong?”

“Oh, madame! You’re killing me.”

“No theatrics, if you please, or I will hasten the denouement of this play. Leave the room and return to your own quarters; I trust my lesson will serve you well.”

“Madame!” La Vallière exclaimed, grasping the hands of the Duchess d’Orleans, “you, who are so kind, must speak up for me!”

“I?” the Duchess replied, her voice laced with mocking delight. “Kind? Oh, mademoiselle, you couldn’t be more mistaken.” With a dismissive gesture, she pulled her hands away from the young girl’s grasp.

Instead of retreating, as the two princesses might have expected given her pale complexion and tears, La Vallière suddenly recovered her composure and dignity. She bowed deeply and exited the room.

“Well!” Anne of Austria remarked to Madame, “do you think she’ll dare return?”

“I always have doubts about those gentle, patient souls,” Madame replied. “Nothing is more courageous than a patient heart, and nothing more self-reliant than a gentle spirit.”

“I feel sure she’ll think twice before casting her gaze on the god Mars again.”

“As long as she doesn’t gain the protection of his shield, I’m not worried,” Madame retorted.

The queen-mother’s proud, defiant look was a fitting response to this remark, which was anything but lacking in finesse. Both women, almost certain of their victory, went off in search of Maria Theresa, who had been waiting for them impatiently. It was around half-past six in the evening, and the king had just finished his meal.

He wasted no time; once the meal was finished and business matters settled, he took Saint-Aignan by the arm and asked him to lead the way to La Vallière’s rooms. The courtier gasped in surprise.

“What’s that for? This is a habit you’ll need to acquire, and to make a habit, you must start somewhere.”

“Oh, sire!” Saint-Aignan replied, “that’s hardly possible. Everyone can see who enters or leaves those apartments. However, if we could find some excuse—if your majesty could wait until Madame is settled in her own quarters—”

“No excuses, no delays. I’m tired of all these obstacles and secrets. I fail to see how speaking to an amiable and clever young woman could possibly dishonor the king of France.”

“Evil be to him who evil thinks.”

“Will your majesty forgive my excessive zeal?”

“Speak freely.”

“What about the queen?”

“True, true; I always want the utmost respect shown to her majesty. Very well, then, I will visit Mademoiselle de la Vallière this evening, and after today, I’ll use whatever excuses you think best. Tomorrow, we can devise all sorts of strategies; tonight, I have no time.”

Saint-Aignan remained silent as he descended the steps ahead of the king, leading him through the various courtyards with a sense of shame that even the honor of accompanying the king could not dispel. His problem was that he wanted to maintain good relations with Madame and the queens, while also avoiding displeasing Mademoiselle de la Vallière. Balancing these competing interests was no easy matter, and it was almost impossible to manage without running into some trouble. Moreover, the windows of the young queen’s rooms, the queen-mother’s, and Madame’s all overlooked the courtyard of the maids of honor. To be seen accompanying the king would effectively risk alienating three powerful princesses—whose influence was immense—just to support the temporary favor of a mistress.

The unhappy Saint-Aignan, who had shown little courage when defending La Vallière at Fontainebleau, felt no braver in the plain light of day. He found countless faults in the poor girl, eager to share them with the king. However, his ordeal was short—the courtyards were crossed without a single curtain drawn or window opened. The king walked briskly, urged on by impatience and the long strides of Saint-Aignan, who led the way.

At the door, Saint-Aignan hesitated to enter, but the king insisted he stay—a mark of consideration that the courtier would have gladly avoided. Reluctantly, he followed Louis into La Vallière’s room. As soon as the king entered, the young girl quickly wiped away her tears, but not so quickly as to escape the king’s notice.

He questioned her with both anxiety and tenderness, urging her to reveal the cause of her distress.

“Nothing is the matter, sire,” she replied.

“And yet you were weeping?”

“Oh, no, indeed, sire.”

“Look, Saint-Aignan, and tell me if I am mistaken.”

Saint-Aignan should have replied, but he felt too embarrassed to speak.

“In any case, your eyes are red, mademoiselle,” the king observed.

“It’s just dust from the road, sire.”

“No, no; you no longer have that air of perfect happiness that makes you so beautiful and enchanting. You’re not meeting my eyes.”

“Why do you avoid my gaze?” he asked, as she turned her head away. “For Heaven’s sake, what’s wrong?” His voice trembled with a hint of desperation.

“Nothing at all, sire. I assure your majesty my mind is as free from care as you could wish,” she replied, though her tone was not convincing.

“Your mind at ease? Yet I see you are disturbed by the slightest thing. Has someone annoyed you?”

“No, no, sire.”

“I insist on knowing if that’s truly the case,” the prince pushed, his eyes sparkling with concern.

“No one, sire, no one has offended me in any way,” she insisted.

“In that case, I beg you to return to your gentle air of cheerfulness, or the sweet melancholy I so adored in you this morning. Please, do.”

“Yes, sire, yes.”

The king tapped the floor impatiently with his foot.

“Such a change is beyond explanation.”

He glanced at Saint-Aignan, who had also noticed La Vallière’s strange lethargy and the king’s growing impatience. It was useless for the king to plead, and equally useless to try to cheer her; the poor girl was completely overwhelmed—an angel’s appearance would hardly have roused her from her stupor.

The king sensed a mystery laced with unkindness behind her repeated denials, prompting him to scan the room with a wary eye. In La Vallière’s room hung a miniature of Athos, and the king noted its remarkable resemblance to Bragelonne, as it had been painted when the count was still quite young. He regarded the portrait with a threatening look. Meanwhile, La Vallière, lost in her own despair, was unaware of the significance of the painting and could not guess the source of the king’s agitation. Yet, the king’s thoughts were haunted by a memory—one that had troubled him before, yet which he had always managed to put aside.

He remembered the deep bond that existed between the two young people since their birth—their engagement, and how Athos himself had come to seek La Vallière’s hand for Raoul. Thus, he could not help but assume that, upon returning to Paris, La Vallière had received news from London, news that had diminished the influence he had managed to gain over her. A sharp pang of jealousy pierced him, and he




Chapter XXVII: How Louis Spent the Time from Ten to Half-Past Twelve at Night

When the king left the maids of honor’s apartments, he found Colbert waiting to discuss the next day’s ceremony, during which Louis XIV was to receive the Dutch and Spanish ambassadors. The king felt serious grievances against the Dutch; they had already engaged in many underhanded tactics and evasions with France. Without realizing—or perhaps caring about—the risk of conflict, they had once again abandoned their alliance with His Most Christian Majesty to conspire with Spain.

At his accession—specifically, at the death of Cardinal Mazarin—Louis found himself facing a political landscape that was only roughly outlined. The solution was challenging for a young man, but at that time, the king represented the entire nation; whatever direction he chose, the rest would follow. A sudden outburst or an impulsive reaction of youthful passion could easily disrupt established policies and bring in a completely new system. In those days, the role of diplomats was to negotiate the various coups d’état their sovereigns might desire.

Louis was not in the calm state of mind needed for sound policy decisions. Still unsettled from a recent quarrel with La Vallière, he strode into his cabinet, seeking an outlet for the pent-up frustration he had been holding in. Colbert, observing the king’s entrance, quickly understood the situation and anticipated Louis’s intentions, deciding to maneuver carefully.

When Louis asked what he needed to say the following day, Colbert expressed surprise that the king had not been adequately briefed by M. Fouquet. “M. Fouquet,” he remarked, “is fully informed on the whole Dutch affair—he received the dispatches directly himself.”

The king, used to Colbert’s less-than-flattering remarks about M. Fouquet, chose to let it pass and simply listened.

Colbert noticed his words had made an impact, and quickly added that M. Fouquet was not always as blameworthy as he might at first seem, especially since he was currently preoccupied. The king looked up, intrigued. “What do you mean?” he asked. “Sire, men are only human, and M. Fouquet has both flaws and remarkable qualities.”

“Ah!”

“Defects—who among us is without them, M. Colbert?”

“Your Majesty, hardly anyone,” Colbert replied boldly, adept at blending flattery with gentle criticism, much like an arrow gliding through the air, guided by its delicate feathers.

The king smiled. “And what defect does M. Fouquet possess?” he asked.

“Still the same, sire; it is said he is in love.”

“In love!”

“With whom?”

“I’m not entirely sure, sire; I have little involvement in matters of romance.”

“Still, you must have heard something, since you mention it.”

“I’ve heard a name.”

“Whose name?”

“I can’t recall exactly, but I believe it’s one of Madame’s maids of honor.”

The king’s expression changed. “You know more than you want to admit, M. Colbert,” he murmured.

“I assure you, no, sire.”

“At the very least, Madame’s maids of honor are all known to you. If I mention their names, perhaps you’ll remember the one you were referring to.”

“No, sire.”

“At least try.”

“It would be pointless, sire. When it comes to the name of any lady who might be compromised, my memory is like a locked bronze chest—the key has been lost.”

A shadow passed over the king’s mind and face. Then, striving to seem composed, he said, “Now, let’s discuss Holland.”

“First, sire, at what hour will your majesty receive the ambassadors?”

“Early in the morning.”

“Eleven o’clock?”

“That’s too late—let’s say nine o’clock.”

“That will be too early, sire.”

“For friends, it wouldn’t matter; one can do as one pleases with friends. But with enemies, it’s best if they feel slighted. I wouldn’t mind at all if I could put an end to these marsh-birds who trouble me with their endless cries.”

“It shall be exactly as your majesty wishes.”

“At nine o’clock, I will give the necessary orders. Will it be a formal audience?”

“No. I want to speak candidly with them, avoiding the usual complications that happen when too many people are involved. At the same time, I want to resolve everything so we don’t have to start over.”

“Your Majesty, please let me know who you wish to be present at the meeting.”

“I’ll prepare a list. Now, let’s talk about the ambassadors; what do they want?”

“Allies with Spain gain nothing, while those with France stand to lose a lot.”

“How so?”

“By aligning with Spain, they find themselves protected by their allies’ territories; they can’t seize them, no matter how much they might want to. The distance from Antwerp to Rotterdam is small, especially by the Scheldt and Meuse rivers. If they want to claim a portion of the Spanish domain, you, sire—being the son-in-law of the King of Spain—could mobilize your cavalry and sweep through your lands to Brussels in just a couple of days.”

Their goal is, then, to quarrel with you only to a certain extent—enough to make you wary of Spain, but not enough for you to interfere in their own affairs.

“It would seem much simpler,” the king replied, “to form a solid alliance with me, so that I would gain something while they would gain everything.”

“Not quite; for if, by chance, they had you—or rather, France—as a neighbor, your majesty would not be a welcome one. Young, passionate, and warlike, the king of France could do serious harm to Holland, especially if he came too close.”

“I understand perfectly, M. Colbert, and your explanation was very clear. But please, tell me what conclusion you have formed.”

“Your majesty’s decisions are always wise.”

“What will these ambassadors say to me?”

“They will express a great desire to form an alliance with you, though that will not be true. They will tell Spain that the three powers should unite to limit England’s prosperity, and that will be false as well. For right now, your majesty’s natural ally is England, which has ships while we have none; England, which can challenge Dutch influence in India; England, a monarchy to which your majesty is tied by kinship.”

“Very well; but how would you answer?”

“I would answer, sire, with the utmost moderation, that Holland’s attitude does not seem friendly toward the Court of France; that Dutch public opinion is worrisome regarding your majesty; and that certain medals have been struck with offensive designs.”

“Against me?” the young king exclaimed, his voice rising with excitement.

“Oh, no! Sire, no; ‘offensive’ is not the right word. I was mistaken; I meant to say they are extravagantly flattering to the Dutch.”

“Oh, if that’s the case, then the pride of the Dutch does not trouble me,” the king said with a sigh.

“Your Majesty is absolutely right, a thousand times over. Still, it’s never a mistake in politics—something you know better than I—to exaggerate a little to gain a concession. If you pretend to be offended by a slight, you’ll find yourself in a much stronger position with them.”

“What are these medals you mention?” Louis asked. “If I am to bring them up, I should know the facts.”

“Honestly, sire, I can’t say for sure—just some absurdly boastful design, more or less; the words have little relevance to the object itself.”

“Very well! I’ll mention the word ‘medal,’ and let them make of it what they wish.”

“Oh, they’ll know what you mean. You might also want to mention some pamphlets that are being circulated.”

“Never! Pamphlets harm those who write them far more than those they target. M. Colbert, thank you. You may leave now. Remember the hour I named, and be sure to come yourself.”

“Sire, I await your majesty’s list.”

“Ah, yes,” the king replied, his mind wandering. He hadn’t thought of the list at all. The clock struck half-past eleven.

The king’s face showed a struggle between pride and love. The political discussion had eased much of Louis’s irritation, and in his mind, La Vallière’s pale, weary face carried a much different message than the Dutch medals or pamphlets. For ten minutes, he debated whether to return to La Vallière. However, when Colbert urgently yet respectfully requested the list, the king felt embarrassed for allowing his mind to dwell on personal feelings instead of pressing state matters. He then began to dictate: the queen-mother, the queen, Madame, Madame de Motteville, Madame de Chatillon, Madame de Navailles; and for the men, M. le Prince, M. de Gramont, M. de Manicamp, M. de Saint-Aignan, and the officers on duty were present.

“The ministers?” Colbert asked.

“Of course, and the secretaries as well.”

“Sire, I will leave at once to ensure everything is ready; the orders will be delivered to the residences tomorrow.”

“Better to say today,” Louis replied quietly as the clock struck twelve. It was the exact hour when poor La Vallière was suffering, nearly overcome by misery and despair. The king’s attendants entered, marking the time for his retirement; the queen had, in fact, been waiting for more than an hour.

With a sigh, Louis withdrew to his bedroom. Yet, as he exhaled, he congratulated himself on his courage and praised his devotion in love, just as he had done in matters of state.




Chapter XXVIII: The Ambassadors

D’Artagnan had, with very few exceptions, learned nearly all the details of the events we have just described. Among his friends were many useful and resourceful members of the royal household—eager attendants who took pride in being recognized by the captain of the musketeers. D’Artagnan’s influence was considerable, and beyond any ambitions they might have regarding his help, they enjoyed the acknowledgment of a man as brave as he was.

Each morning, D’Artagnan gathered information he hadn’t been able to observe or confirm the night before, simply because he couldn’t be everywhere at once. By combining what he learned from his own observations during the day with the reports shared by others, he amassed a wealth of knowledge. He kept this information carefully reserved for when it was truly needed, much like a well-stocked arsenal. In this way, D’Artagnan’s sharp awareness served him as effectively as the hundred eyes of Argus.

Political secrets and whispered revelations, along with snippets of conversation dropped by courtiers at the door of the royal ante-chamber, allowed D’Artagnan to gather and store everything in the vast and secured vault of his memory. There, alongside the royal secrets he had acquired at great cost and preserved with absolute loyalty, he held knowledge of the king’s meeting with Colbert and the scheduled audience with the ambassadors that morning. He knew that the question of the medals would soon come up.

As he pieced together the conversation from the scant words he had overheard, D’Artagnan returned to his post in the royal apartments, determined to be present the moment the king awoke. The king, as it turned out, rose unusually early—a sign that he too had not slept well. Around seven o’clock, he quietly opened his door. D’Artagnan stood ready at his post. The king looked pale and tired and was not yet fully dressed.

“Send for M. de Saint-Aignan,” he ordered. Saint-Aignan was probably expecting the summons, as the messenger found him already dressed when he arrived at his rooms. Without delay, Saint-Aignan hurried to the king in response. Soon after, the king and Saint-Aignan appeared together, the king in front. D’Artagnan moved to the window overlooking the courtyard; he didn’t need to strain to see where the king was going, as he could easily predict the destination.

The king made his way toward the apartments of the maids of honor—a fact that did not surprise D’Artagnan in the least. He suspected, though La Valliere had said nothing, that the king had some apology or explanation to make. Saint-Aignan followed behind, as he had the evening before, feeling somewhat less anxious but still a bit nervous. He sincerely hoped that by seven o’clock in the morning, he and the king would be the only ones awake among the distinguished palace guests.

D’Artagnan stood by the window, appearing relaxed and perfectly composed. One might have sworn he was unaware of the two figures moving like shadows across the courtyard, cloaked and intent on their own affairs. Yet, while he feigned disinterest, he watched them closely. As he whistled an old musketeers’ march—one he rarely recalled except in times of urgency—he guessed at the storm that would surely erupt upon the king’s return.

When the king entered La Valliere’s apartment and found it empty, the bed untouched, a wave of alarm swept over him. He called out for Montalais, who promptly appeared, her surprise mirroring the king’s own.

All she could tell His Majesty was that she thought she had heard La Vallière weeping during part of the night. However, knowing the king had visited her, she hadn’t dared to ask about it.

“But,” the king asked, “where do you suppose she has gone?”

“Sire,” Montalais replied, “Louise is quite sentimental. I have often seen her rise at dawn to walk in the garden, so she may be there now.”

This seemed reasonable, and the king immediately hurried down the stairs in search of the missing woman. D’Artagnan noticed him grow pale, speaking excitedly with his companion as they rushed toward the gardens, Saint-Aignan trailing behind, out of breath. D’Artagnan stayed at the window, whistling casually, appearing to pay no mind yet watching everything. “Come now,” he murmured once the king disappeared, “His Majesty’s passion is stronger than I thought; he’s doing now what he never did for Mademoiselle de Mancini.”

A quarter of an hour later, the king reappeared, having searched everywhere, completely out of breath and, as expected, having found nothing. Saint-Aignan, still following him, fanned himself with his hat and in a breathless voice, asked every servant he saw for news of La Vallière.

Among others, he encountered Manicamp, who had made his way from Fontainebleau at his usual leisurely pace; while others completed the journey in six hours, he took a full twenty-four. “Have you seen Mademoiselle de la Vallière?” Saint-Aignan asked. Manicamp, lost in his characteristic daydreams, misunderstood the question and replied, thinking it referred to De Guiche, “Thank you, the comte is feeling a bit better.”

He continued on his way until he reached the antechamber where D’Artagnan was waiting. Manicamp asked why the king seemed so bewildered. D’Artagnan assured him he was mistaken, explaining that the king was, in fact, as lively and merry as ever. Just then, the clock struck eight. It was customary for the king to have his breakfast at this hour, as etiquette required that he should always be hungry by eight. His meal was served at a small table in his room, and he ate quickly.

Saint-Aignan, whom the king refused to let out of his sight, waited for his audience. During this time, the king held several military meetings, sending Saint-Aignan out to gather information. Preoccupied and anxious, he kept a close watch on Saint-Aignan’s return; Saint-Aignan had dispatched servants in all directions to make inquiries and had also gone out himself. At nine o’clock, the king moved into his large cabinet.

Just as the last chime faded, the ambassadors entered—three from Holland and two from Spain. The king greeted them with a slight bow. However, it was Saint-Aignan’s entrance that truly captured the king’s focus, an event he found far more important than the ambassadors, regardless of their number or origin. Setting everything else aside, the king signaled a question to Saint-Aignan, who responded with a firm shake of his head.

The king nearly lost his composure; however, with the eyes of the queens, the assembled nobility, and the ambassadors fixed upon him, he summoned his strength to overcome his emotion and invited the visitors to speak. One of the Spanish deputies began a lengthy speech, extolling the benefits the Spanish alliance would bring. The king interrupted him, saying, “Monsieur, I trust that whatever is best for France must also be exceedingly advantageous for Spain.”

This remark, delivered in an especially commanding tone, drained the color from the ambassadors’ faces and flushed the cheeks of the two queens, who, being Spanish, felt their pride wounded by the king’s response.

The Dutch ambassador then addressed the king, voicing grievances about the unjust suspicions the king held against his government. The king interrupted him, saying, “It is quite remarkable, monsieur, that you come here to complain when I am the one who has reason to be dissatisfied; yet, as you see, I am not complaining.”

“Complain, sire? About what?”

The king smiled bitterly. “Will you blame me, monsieur,” he replied, “if I have suspicions about a government that condones and protects international insolence?”

“Sire!”

“I tell you,” the king said, his irritation rooted more in personal wounds than in politics, “that Holland is a refuge for all who despise me, especially those who slander me.”

“Oh, sire!”

“Do you need proof, perhaps?”

“Very well; it can be found easily enough. But where do all those vile and insolent pamphlets come from, portraying me as a king without glory or power? Your presses turn them out endlessly. If my secretaries were here, I would give you the titles of these works and the names of their printers.”

“Sire,” the ambassador replied, “a pamphlet cannot be taken as the voice of an entire nation. Is it fair or reasonable for a great and powerful monarch like yourself to hold an entire people accountable for the actions of a few madmen scribbling away in a garret for a few coins to support their families?”

“That may be true, I concede. But when the mint in Amsterdam produces medals that insult me, is that too the work of a few madmen?”

“Medals!” the ambassador repeated in confusion.

“Medals,” the king reiterated, his gaze fixed on Colbert. “Your Majesty,” the ambassador protested cautiously, “you should be quite certain—”

But the king kept staring at Colbert, who remained motionless, unaffected by the silent signals, and maintained his silence. D’Artagnan stepped forward, reached into his pocket, and produced a coin. He placed it in the king’s hand, saying, “This is the medal your Majesty is referring to.”

The king studied the coin, his gaze sharp and piercing—ever since he had taken control, it had become as keen as an eagle’s. He recognized the insulting image of Holland stopping the sun’s course, with the inscription: “In conspectu meo stetit sol.”

“In my presence, the sun stands still,” the king exclaimed, his anger apparent. “You can hardly deny it now.”

“And the sun,” D’Artagnan added, gesturing toward the cabinet panels, where the sun radiated in every direction beside the motto, “Nec pluribus impar.”

Louis’s anger, already fired by personal frustration, needed little encouragement to ignite further. The fire in the king’s eyes made it clear to everyone present that an explosion was coming.

A glance from Colbert delayed the outburst. The ambassador tried to excuse the offense, saying that the vanity of nations was a minor thing. He argued that Holland, though small, had managed to keep its place as a great nation against powerful monarchs, and suggested that if national pride had clouded their judgment, the king could be gracious and excuse it.

The king seemed to look for some guidance; he searched Colbert’s face for advice, but Colbert remained impassive, then turned to D’Artagnan, who simply shrugged. That small gesture was enough to let loose the king’s long-held anger. With no one knowing how he would express his wrath, a heavy silence fell in the room. The second ambassador took the opportunity to offer more excuses.

As he spoke, the king gradually withdrew into his own thoughts, barely registering the nervous words, much like a distracted man listening to the sound of a distant waterfall. Meanwhile, D’Artagnan, standing to the left of Saint-Aignan, leaned over and, loud enough for the king to hear, asked, “Have you heard the news?”

“What news?” Saint-Aignan answered.

“About La Valliere.”

The king leaned forward, his interest caught. “What has happened to La Valliere?” Saint-Aignan asked, his voice heavy with concern.

“Ah, poor girl! She is going to take the veil.”

“The veil!” Saint-Aignan blurted out in disbelief.

“The veil!” the king echoed, losing himself for a moment in the conversation. Yet, remembering his role, he quickly regained his composure, though he listened closely.

“What order?” Saint-Aignan asked.

“The Carmelites of Chaillot.”

“Who told you that?”

“She did herself.”

“So, you’ve seen her, then?”

“Yes, I even accompanied her to the Carmelites.”

The king listened closely, struggling to control his emotions.

“But what made her leave?” Saint-Aignan pressed.

“Because the poor girl was sent away from court yesterday,” D’Artagnan answered.

No sooner had he said this than the king raised a hand, cutting off the ambassador. “That’s enough, monsieur, enough.” He turned to the captain, his voice steady.

“Who says that Mademoiselle de la Vallière is about to take her religious vows?”

“M. d’Artagnan,” the favorite answered.

“Is it true, what you say?” the king asked, addressing the musketeer.

“As true as truth itself,” D’Artagnan replied.

The king clenched his fists, his face turning pale. “Do you have anything more to add, M. d’Artagnan?” he asked.

“I know nothing more, sire,” D’Artagnan answered.

“You mentioned that Mademoiselle de la Vallière had been driven away from court.”

“Yes, sire.”

“Is that true as well?”

“Asc




Chapter XXX: Madame

From the manner in which the king had dismissed the ambassadors, even the most oblivious courtiers sensed that war was imminent. The ambassadors, only vaguely aware of the king’s domestic troubles, took the king’s famous remark—“If I am not master of myself, I will at least be master of those who insult me”—as a personal affront. Fortunately for the fates of France and Holland, Colbert followed them out of the king’s presence to clarify the situation. Meanwhile, the two queens and Madame, fully aware of the intricacies of their own households, withdrew to their chambers, filled with fear and dismay after hearing the king’s ominous words. Madame, in particular, feared that the full force of royal anger might fall upon her. Brave and exceedingly proud, she chose not to confide in the queen-mother; instead, she returned to her own rooms, uneasy but resolved to face whatever confrontation awaited her.

Anne of Austria sent frequent inquiries to find out whether the king had returned. The pervasive silence throughout the palace surrounding both the king’s mood and Louise’s disappearance suggested to anyone familiar with the king’s proud and irritable nature that a great misfortune was about to befall someone. Yet, unmoved by rumors, Madame shut herself in her chambers and summoned Montalais. Gathering all her composure, she asked Montalais to recount everything she knew about the incident. Just as the ever-eloquent Montalais was finishing her story—carefully implying, if not directly saying, that Madame should show some forbearance toward La Vallière—M. Malicorne arrived requesting a private audience with Madame on behalf of the king. His face was deeply marked by emotion, signaling that the meeting he sought would become a significant episode in the ongoing saga of royal hearts and human affairs. Madame felt a surge of anxiety at her brother-in-law’s unexpected visit; she had not anticipated it so soon, nor expected any direct involvement from Louis.

Furthermore, women skilled in the art of indirect warfare are often at a disadvantage when forced into a direct confrontation. Yet Madame was not one to retreat from a challenge; if she had a fault, it was quite the opposite. She held an exaggerated notion of what true courage demanded, and so she interpreted the king’s message, relayed by Malicorne, as the trumpet call signaling the start of open hostilities.

She boldly accepted the challenge. Exactly five minutes later, the king ascended the stairs, his face flushed from a hard ride. His dusty and disheveled appearance stood in stark contrast to Madame’s fresh and impeccably arranged attire. Despite the rouge on her cheeks, her face paled as Louis entered.

Without delay, Louis broached the reason for his visit. He sat down, and Montalais quietly withdrew.

“My dear sister,” the king began, “you must know that Mademoiselle de la Vallière fled her room this morning and has taken refuge in a cloister, overwhelmed by grief and despair.” His voice was heavy with emotion as he spoke.

“Your Majesty is the first to tell me of this,” Madame replied.

“I would have thought you would have heard about it this morning during the reception of the ambassadors,” said the king.

“From your reaction, sire, I believed something extraordinary had happened, but I did not know what.”

The king, in his characteristic frankness, got straight to the point. “Why did you send Mademoiselle de la Vallière away?”

“Because I had reason to be dissatisfied with her conduct,” she replied tersely.

The king’s face flushed, and his eyes blazed so intensely that Madame needed all her courage to endure his gaze. Yet he managed to restrain his anger and continued, “Surely, someone as good and kind as you would need a stronger reason than that to dismiss and disgrace not only a young girl but her entire family. The whole city is watching the conduct of the women at court. To dismiss a maid of honor is tantamount to accusing her of a crime—or at the very least, a serious fault. What crime or fault has Mademoiselle de la Vallière committed?”

“Since you have taken it upon yourself to defend Mademoiselle de la Vallière,” Madame replied coolly, “I shall give the explanations that, under ordinary circumstances, I would not be obliged to give to anyone.”

“Not even the king?” Louis exclaimed, quickly lowering his hat over his eyes.

“You have called me your sister,” Madame replied, “and I am in my own apartments.”

“That does not matter,” the young monarch said, slightly embarrassed by his outburst. “No one in this kingdom—including you—has the right to withhold an explanation in my presence.”

“If you insist on it,” Madame said quietly, her voice tense, “then I have nothing to do except submit to your majesty and hold my tongue.”

“That is not my meaning. Let’s not misunderstand each other.”

“The protection you offer Mademoiselle de la Vallière is not sufficient to command respect.”

“No misunderstandings, I insist. You know well that, as the head of the French nobility, I am responsible for the honor of every family. If you dismiss Mademoiselle de la Vallière or anyone else—”

Madame shrugged dismissively.

“Or anyone else, I repeat,” the king continued. “By acting so, you cast dishonor on that person. I ask for an explanation so that I may either confirm or annul the sentence.”

“Annul my sentence!” Madame exclaimed haughtily. “What! After I have dismissed one of my attendants, you expect me to take her back?”

The king remained silent.

“That would be an abuse of power, sire; it would be unseemly and inappropriate.”

“Madame!”

“As a woman, I could never accept such an insult. I would lose all sense of myself as a princess of royal blood, the daughter of a monarch; I would feel lower than the servant I have dismissed—humiliated and disgraced.”

The king stood up, anger flashing in his eyes. “You cannot possibly have a heart in your chest,” he exclaimed. “If you treat me this way, I may have reason to answer you with the same severity.”

Sometimes, in the heat of conflict, a careless remark lands where it hurts most. The king’s words, though not ill-intentioned, wounded Madame to her core and momentarily staggered her; she realized there might, indeed, come a day when she would fear the king’s retaliation.

“In any case, sire,” she said, “tell me what you require of me.”

“I ask, madame, what Mademoiselle de la Vallière has done to earn such treatment from you?”

“She is the craftiest troublemaker I know. She persuaded two close friends to duel to the death and is the subject of such scandal that the mere mention of her name incites the outrage of the entire court.”

“She! She!” cried the king.

“Beneath her soft and hypocritical exterior,” Madame continued, “lies the most devious and conniving nature.”

“She!”

“You may be deceived, sire, but I know her well; she is capable of sowing discord and suspicion between even the closest relatives and dearest friends. Look at how she has already created tension between us.”

“I assure you—” the king began.

“Sire, reflect upon it; we were on excellent terms, and by her manipulative stories and complaints, she has turned your majesty against me.”

“I swear to you,” the king replied, “that she has never spoken a bitter word. I swear that even in my strongest moments of emotion, she would not allow me to threaten anyone; and I swear again, you have no more loyal or respectful friend than she.”

“Friend!” Madame repeated, her voice caustic with contempt.

“Be careful, Madame!” the king warned. “You now see my position, and from now on, the scales are balanced. Mademoiselle de la Vallière will be whatever I choose to make her; if I wish, tomorrow I could raise her to a throne.”

“She was not born to a throne. Whatever you do may alter the future, but cannot rewrite the past.”

“Madame, I have shown you all possible respect and a sincere desire to please. Please, do not make me remind you of my authority.”

“This is the second time, sire, you have said this, and I have already told you I am ready to submit to your wishes.”

“In that case, you will grant me the favor of receiving Mademoiselle de la Vallière back.”

“For what purpose, sire? You have a throne to offer her—I am too insignificant to serve as protector to so exalted a person.”

“Let us set aside this bitterness and resentment. Give her your forgiveness.”

“Never!”

“You leave me no alternative but to start open strife within my own family.”

“I, too, have a family to which I can retreat.”

“Is that a threat? Would you truly go so far? Do you think, if you continue this insult, your family would support you?”

“I hope, sire, that you will not place me in a position unworthy of my rank.”

“I had hoped you would remember our recent friendship and treat me as a brother.”

Madame paused briefly. “I do not disown you as a brother,” she said, “but I refuse to commit an injustice for your sake.”

“An injustice!”

“Oh, sire! If I revealed La Vallière’s conduct to others—if the queen were to know—”

“Come now, Henrietta, listen to your heart. Remember, however briefly, that you once loved me. Remember too that human hearts ought to be merciful, just as a sovereign’s heart should be. Be forgiving; pardon La Vallière.”

“I cannot; she has wronged me.”

“But do it for my sake.”

“Sire, I would do anything in the world for you—except that.”

“You drive me to despair. You force me to the last refuge of the weak—to seek counsel from my anger.”

“I urge you to be reasonable.”

“Reasonable! I can no longer be reasonable.”

“No, sire! I beg you—”

“For pity’s sake, Henrietta; this is the very first time I have ever pleaded with anyone, and I have no hope but in you.”

“Oh, sire! You are weeping.”

“With rage, with humiliation. That I, the king, should have to beg. I will despise this moment for the rest of my life. You have made me suffer more misery and shame in a single moment than I thought possible in life’s harshest trials.”

The king stood, letting his tears fall freely—tears born of anger and humiliation.

Madame was not untouched by this scene—even the proudest women can be ruthless when their pride is wounded. Yet, she feared that the king’s tears might wash away every gentle and tender feeling in his heart. “Command as you wish, sire,” she said. “Since you prefer my humiliation to your own—mine being public, and yours seen by me alone—speak, and I will obey your majesty.”

“No, no, Henrietta!” Louis exclaimed, overwhelmed with gratitude. “You will have yielded to a brother’s wishes.”

“I have no brother any longer, since I obey.”

“All I possess would not be enough in return.”

“How passionately you love, sire, when you do love!”

Louis fell silent, taking Madame’s hand and covering it with kisses. “Then you will take back this poor girl and forgive her; you will see how gentle and pure-hearted she is.”

“I will keep her in my household.”

“No, you will offer her your friendship, my sister.”

“I never cared for her.”

“Well, for my sake, you will treat her kindly, won’t you, Henrietta?”

“I will treat her as your—mistress.”

The king sprang up. With that one word, uttered with such clumsy candor, Madame undid all the merit of her concession. The king felt freed from any further obligation.

Enraged and deeply offended, he replied, “Thank you, Madame; I shall never forget the service you have rendered me.” With a formal bow, he withdrew. As he passed a mirror, he saw his reddened eyes and angrily stamped his foot. But it was too late; Malicorne and D’Artagnan, waiting at the door, had already seen his sorrow. “The king has been crying,” Malicorne thought.

D’Artagnan quietly approached the king and whispered, “Sire, it would be wise to return to your apartments by the small staircase.”

“Why?” the king asked.

“Because the road dust has left its traces on your face,” D’Artagnan replied. “By heavens!” he thought, “when the king is reduced to such distress, those who have made the lady cry had better beware.”




Chapter XXXI: Mademoiselle de la Vallière’s Pocket-Handkerchief

Madame was not cruel—she was simply hasty and impetuous. The king was not reckless—he was simply in love. No sooner had they reached their agreement, resulting in La Vallière’s recall, than both aimed to maximize their advantage from the arrangement. The king wanted to see La Vallière at every opportunity, while Madame, aware of how much it had cost the king to plead with her, was determined to take her revenge on La Vallière. She put every possible obstacle in the king’s path; in fact, he was forced to lavish attention on his sister-in-law just to get a glimpse of La Vallière. This, precisely, was Madame’s plan.

Having chosen an appropriate ally, Madame enlisted our old acquaintance Montalais. As a result, whenever the king visited Madame, he was always surrounded and never alone. Madame captivated the whole company with her wit and charm; Montalais, eager to compete, soon became intolerable to the king—which, of course, was what Madame wanted.

She cleverly instructed Malicorne to approach the king and mention a young lady at court who was terribly unhappy. When the king asked who this was, Malicorne revealed it was Mademoiselle de Montalais. The king said it was only fair for someone who made others unhappy to be unhappy herself. Malicorne then explained the whole story, having learned it from Montalais.

The king began to notice that whenever he appeared, Madame did too. She loitered in the corridors until he left and accompanied him back to his apartments, afraid he might exchange a word with a maid of honor in the antechambers. One evening, she took her vigilance further. The king, seated among the ladies, held a small note hidden beneath his lace ruffle, preparing to slip it to La Vallière. Madame sensed both his intention and the note’s contents. Though it was difficult to physically prevent the king from being near La Vallière, it was vital to keep him away from her. If he managed to speak with her, he could easily slip the note to her behind her fan or in her handkerchief. The king, aware of the strange tension, suspected he was walking into a trap.

He stood up and, without pretense, moved his chair closer to Mademoiselle de Chatillon, engaging her in conversation. They passed the time inventing rhymes, and, from Chatillon, he made his way to Montalais, then to Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente. In this way, he maneuvered himself to sit directly across from La Vallière, thus shielding her from view. Madame feigned deep absorption, arranging a bouquet of flowers in her embroidery.

The king discreetly showed a corner of his letter to La Vallière. She returned his glance and, by offering her handkerchief, clearly invited him to put the letter inside. Since the king had dropped his own handkerchief on his chair, he skillfully let it fall to the ground and seamlessly replaced it with La Vallière’s. He picked it up, ensuring he was not observed, slipped the letter inside, and returned the handkerchief.

La Vallière managed to retrieve her handkerchief with its precious contents. However, Madame, who had watched the whole exchange, turned to Mademoiselle de Chatillon and said, “Chatillon, be so good as to pick up the king’s handkerchief; it has fallen on the carpet.”

The young girl hurried to comply, spurred by the king’s sudden shift in position and La Vallière’s visible nervousness and confusion. “Oh! I beg your majesty’s pardon,” she said. “I see you have two handkerchiefs.”

Consequently, the king was forced to put La Vallière’s handkerchief in his pocket with his own. He acquired a memento from Louise, but in the process, she lost a poem that had taken the king ten hard hours to compose—a labor to him equal to a lengthy epic. The king was furious, and La Vallière was in despair; but very soon, something remarkable occurred.

After retiring to his private chambers, Malicorne, who somehow learned of the events, waited in the dimly lit antechamber. The ante-chambers of the Palais Royal were notoriously dark, and in the evenings, the lighting was barely adequate. The king found this half-light delightful. After all, love, which ignites both mind and heart, shuns every light but the warmth in the soul.

In this shadowed corridor, a page escorted the king with a torch as he walked slowly, visibly annoyed by what had just happened. Malicorne brushed past the king, nearly running into him, and humbly apologized. The king, in a bad mood, rebuked him sharply, and Malicorne beat a quick retreat.

Louis returned to his quarters after a misunderstanding with the queen. The next day, as soon as he entered his private cabinet, he felt an overpowering urge to press La Vallière’s handkerchief to his lips. He called for his valet. “Bring me the coat I wore yesterday evening,” he said, “but do not disturb anything in the pockets.”

When the coat arrived, the king searched the pockets himself. He found only one handkerchief—his own. La Vallière’s was gone. While puzzling over possible theories, a letter from La Vallière arrived. It read:


“How thoughtful of you to send me those beautiful verses! Your devotion is so ingenious and persistent; how could I help but love you all the more?”



“What does this mean?” wondered the king. “There must be some mistake.” He turned to his valet. “Search carefully; there must be a handkerchief in one of my pockets. And if it’s lost, or if you’ve touched it—” He stopped short, realizing it would be foolish to make a scene over a lost handkerchief. Instead, he said, “There was an important letter hidden in it; perhaps it slipped among the folds.”

“Sire,” the valet replied, “you had only one handkerchief, and here it is.”

“Right, right,” the king muttered through clenched teeth.

“Oh, poverty, how I envy you! Lucky is the man who can empty his pockets of nothing but letters and handkerchiefs!”

Once again, he read La Vallière’s letter, trying to imagine how his verses could have reached her. At the bottom, he saw a postscript:


“I return this reply with your messenger, though it can hardly compare to what you sent me.”



“Well, then, here’s a clue. Now I’ll get to the bottom of this,” he said, suddenly hopeful. “Who is here? Who brought this letter?”

“M. Malicorne,” said the valet quietly.

“Show him in.”

Malicorne entered.

“You come from Mademoiselle de la Vallière?” the king asked with a sigh.

“Yes, sire.”

“And did you take something from Mademoiselle de la Vallière for me?”

“I, sire?”

“Yes, you.”

“Oh no, sire.”

“Mademoiselle de la Vallière says otherwise, quite clearly.”

“Oh, sire, she is mistaken.”

The king frowned. “What sort of game is this?” he demanded. “Explain yourself. Why does Mademoiselle de la Vallière call you my messenger? What did you bring her? Speak up, monsieur, and quickly.”

“Sire, I merely handed Mademoiselle de la Vallière a pocket-handkerchief—nothing more.”

“A handkerchief? Whose handkerchief?”

“Sire, when I had the misfortune of bumping into you yesterday—a mishap I deeply regret, especially because it angered you—I stood there motionless with confusion, unable to explain myself as you had gone on ahead. Then I noticed something white on the floor.”

“Ah!” the king said.

“I bent down and picked up a handkerchief. At first, I thought my collision with your majesty had caused it to fall from your pocket. But when I examined it carefully, I saw a cipher embroidered in the corner, and realized it belonged to Mademoiselle de la Vallière. Believing she had dropped it earlier that evening on her way to Madame’s rooms, I hurried after her as she was leaving and gave it back to her. That is all I provided to Mademoiselle de la Vallière, I swear, sire.”

Malicorne spoke with such sincerity and humility, even with a touch of remorse, that the king found it both amusing and satisfying. He felt as pleased by Malicorne’s small service as by any grander act. “This is the second good turn I’ve had from you, monsieur,” he said. “You may count on my favor.”

In truth, Malicorne had deftly picked the handkerchief from the king’s pocket, every bit as skillfully as a Paris street pickpocket. Madame never learned of this little episode, but Montalais hinted the truth to La Vallière, who later repeated the story to the king. The king laughed heartily and declared Malicorne an exceptional politician.

Louis XIV was right; he understood people profoundly.




Chapter XXXII: On Gardeners, Ladders, and Maids of Honor

Unfortunately, miracles could not last while Madame’s bad temper persisted. Within a week, things had escalated until the king could not even look at La Vallière without suspicion crossing his mind.

Whenever a promenade was suggested, Madame had a list of ailments ready to avoid another repeat of the thunderstorm disaster or the affair of the royal oak. Thanks to these carefully contrived illnesses, she




Chapter XXXIII: Which Treats of Carpentry Operations and Details the Construction of Staircases

The advice given to Montalais was promptly shared with La Vallière, who recognized its value, though she initially hesitated—her reluctance arose more from shyness than from a lack of interest in the plan. Eventually, she resolved to go through with it. The story of the two girls weeping and filling Madame’s bedroom with loud lamentations was Malicorne’s masterpiece. As is often the case, the seemingly improbable carries more weight than reality, and this tale—like something from the Arabian Nights—completely captivated Madame.

Her first action was to send Montalais away; and then, three days—or rather, three nights—later, she had La Vallière moved as well. Madame assigned her one of the small rooms on the top floor, directly above those reserved for the gentlemen in Monsieur’s suite. Only a single floor now separated the maids of honor from the officers and gentlemen of her husband’s household.

A private staircase, closely watched by Madame de Navailles, was the only means of communication. For added security, Madame de Navailles, fully aware of the king’s previous attempts, had taken the precaution of blocking the windows and chimney openings of the rooms. As a result, Mademoiselle de la Vallière’s quarters resembled a cage more than a sanctuary.

Mademoiselle de la Vallière spent much of her time in her room, as Madame de Navailles rarely required her presence, confident in the girl’s safety under her diligent supervision. Left alone, Mademoiselle de la Vallière found little amusement except gazing through the bars of her windows.

One morning, as she peered out as usual, she noticed Malicorne at a window directly opposite hers. He held a carpenter’s rule in his hand, carefully measuring the buildings and jotting down numbers on a piece of paper.

La Vallière recognized Malicorne and nodded at him. In response, he made a formal bow and then disappeared from view. She was surprised by his cool manner, so unlike his usual cheerful self. She remembered that he had lost his position because of her, and it was understandable that he might not feel kindly toward her, particularly since she would probably never be able to make up for the loss. La Vallière was good at forgiving offenses, but even better at sympathizing with suffering.

She would have asked Montalais’s advice if her friend had been nearby, but Montalais was not there, being occupied with her correspondence. Suddenly, La Vallière noticed something being tossed from the window where Malicorne had just appeared. It sailed through the air between the iron bars and landed on the floor. Curious, she went to pick it up. It was a wooden spool for silk, but instead of silk, it was wrapped in a piece of paper.

La Vallière unrolled the note and read:

“MADEMOISELLE,—I am most anxious to learn two things: first, whether the flooring of your room is wood or brick; second, the distance between your bed and the window. I apologize for my insistence, but would be grateful if you could reply in the same way you received this letter—using the silk winder. Rather than tossing it into my room as I did, which would be too difficult, simply let it drop. Believe me, mademoiselle, your most humble and respectful servant,

“MALICORNE. Please write your answer on this note itself.”

“Poor fellow,” La Vallière exclaimed, “he must be out of his mind.” She glanced sympathetically toward her correspondent, catching only a faint glimpse of him in the shadows. Malicorne understood her concern and shook his head, indicating, “No, no, I’m not mad; don’t worry.”

She smiled, still a bit unsure.

“No, no,” he continued, signaling “my mind is clear,” while pointing to his temple. Then, mimicking someone writing quickly, he brought his hands together as if begging her to write. La Vallière, who thought that even if he were mad, there was no harm in complying, decided to do as he asked. She took a pencil and wrote “Wood,” then paced slowly from the window to her bed, where she wrote, “Six paces.” When she finished, she looked for Malicorne, who bowed in return, signaling he was about to go down. La Vallière understood he was going to retrieve the silk winder. She went to the window and, following his instructions, let it drop. The winder rolled along the stone just as Malicorne hurried after it, picked it up, and began unwrapping it as he ran straight toward M. de Saint-Aignan’s apartment.

Saint-Aignan had chosen, or rather insisted on, having rooms as close to the king as possible, like certain plants that need the sun to thrive. His apartment consisted of two rooms within the part of the palace occupied by Louis XIV himself. M. de Saint-Aignan prided himself on this proximity, since it made access to His Majesty easy and offered the chance for pleasant, unexpected meetings. At that moment, he was busy having both rooms lavishly carpeted, in anticipation of frequent royal visits. Since the king had become infatuated with La Vallière, he had chosen Saint-Aignan as his confidant, relying on him for both day and night matters.

Malicorne introduced himself to the comte easily, having already attracted the king’s favorable notice. Indeed, the esteem enjoyed by one person often draws the attention of others as well. Saint-Aignan asked if his visitor brought any news. “Yes, very important news,” Malicorne replied. “Oh? What is it?” Saint-Aignan asked, leaning forward eagerly.

“Mademoiselle de la Vallière has changed her quarters.”

“What do you mean?” Saint-Aignan exclaimed, his eyes opening wide in surprise. “She was living in the same apartments as Madame.”

“Exactly. But Madame grew tired of her nearness and moved her to a room directly above your new apartment.”

“What!

“Up there?” exclaimed Saint-Aignan in surprise, pointing to the floor above him.

“No,” Malicorne answered, gesturing toward the opposite building. “What do you mean by saying that her room is above my apartment?”

“I believe that your apartment should be right beneath Mademoiselle de la Vallière’s room, by some stroke of fate.”

At this, Saint-Aignan shot Malicorne a look very much like the one La Vallière had given him a short while earlier—one that implied he thought Malicorne had gone mad. “Monsieur,” Malicorne said, “I can tell what you’re thinking.”

“What do you mean by ‘what I’m thinking’?”

“I mean you haven’t really understood what I’m trying to say.”

“I admit it.”

“Well then, you know that the rooms for Madame’s maids of honor are located above those of the gentlemen who serve the king and Monsieur.”

“Yes, I know, since Manicamp, De Wardes, and the others live there.”

“Exactly. And here’s the interesting part: the two rooms assigned to M. de Guiche are precisely the ones right beneath those occupied by Mademoiselle de Montalais and Mademoiselle de la Vallière.”

“Well, and?”

“And, you see—

“Those two rooms are empty now, since M. de Guiche is wounded and at Fontainebleau.”

“My dear fellow, I still don’t see your point.”

“Well! If I had the pleasure of being Saint-Aignan, I would see immediately.”

“And what would you do in that case?”

“I’d promptly exchange the rooms I have here for those that M. de Guiche is no longer using over there.”

“You can’t be serious,” Saint-Aignan replied, scoffing. “What? Give up the highest honor—being near the king? That privilege is only for princes of the blood, dukes, and peers!”

“Let me say, Monsieur de Malicorne, that you must be out of your mind.”

“Monsieur,” the young man replied earnestly, “you make two mistakes. First, my name is simply Malicorne, and second, I assure you, I’m perfectly sane.” He drew a paper from his pocket. “Let me explain, and then I’ll show you this sheet.”

“I’m listening,” Saint-Aignan replied. “You know that Madame keeps watch over La Vallière as strictly as Argus guarded the nymph Io.”

“I do.”

“And you know that the king has tried to find an opportunity to speak with La Vallière, but without success? Neither you nor I have managed to provide him this good fortune.”

“You ought to know something about that, my dear Malicorne,” replied Saint-Aignan, smiling. “Well; what do you suppose would happen to the person clever enough to bring the lovers together?”

“Oh! The king would be endlessly grateful.”

“So, let me ask, Monsieur de Saint-Aignan, wouldn’t you like to share in a bit of that royal gratitude?”

“Certainly,” Saint-Aignan replied. “Any favor from my master, as reward for performing my duty, is valuable indeed.”

“In that case, look at this paper, monsieur le comte.”

“What is it—a plan?”

“Yes; a plan of M. de Guiche’s two rooms, soon to be your rooms, I hope.”

“Oh, no, never.”

“Why not?”

“Because everyone envies my rooms. I certainly won’t give them up to anyone—like M. de Roquelaure, M. de la Ferté, or M. de Dangeau; all of them would be eager to get them.”

“In that case, I’ll take my leave, Monsieur le Comte, and offer the plan and its rewards to one of those gentlemen.”

“But why don’t you keep it for yourself?” Saint-Aignan asked, suspiciously. “The king would never visit me openly, but he’d easily go see one of them.”

“What!

“You really think the king would visit any of those gentlemen?”

“Visit them? Ten times over rather than just once. Can you doubt he’d go to a room that brought him closer to Mademoiselle de la Vallière?”

“Yes, yes, as close as possible—just one floor between them.”

Malicorne unfolded the piece of paper that had been tied around the spool. “Monsieur le Comte,” he said, “notice that the flooring in Mademoiselle de la Vallière’s room is simply wood.”

“Well?”

“Well! All you need to do is hire a skillful carpenter, bring him secretly into your apartments, and have him make an opening in your ceiling that connects to her room above.”

“Good heavens!” cried Saint-Aignan, startled. “What is it?” Malicorne asked.

“Nothing—just that your idea is astonishingly bold, monsieur.”

“It won’t seem so bold to the king, I assure you.”

“Lovers rarely weigh the risks.”

“What danger do you see, monsieur le comte?”

“Making such an opening is bound to cause noise; the whole palace might hear it.”

“Oh, monsieur le comte, I guarantee the carpenter I choose won’t make a sound. He’ll cut a three-foot square with a saw muffled in tow, and nobody—not even in the next rooms—will realize he’s there.”

“My dear Monsieur Malicorne, you amaze me—you genuinely astonish me.”

“As I was saying,” Malicorne continued calmly, “in the room where you make the opening, you build a staircase. That will allow Mademoiselle de la Vallière to come down to your rooms, or the king to go up to hers.”

“But the staircase will be visible.”

“No, it won’t. In your apartment, it will be hidden by a partition, covered with a tapestry matching your decor. In Mademoiselle de la Vallière’s room, it will be hidden as well—the trapdoor will form part of the floor, opening beneath the bed.”

“Of course,” said Saint-Aignan, his eyes gleaming. “Now, monsieur le comte, I see there’s no need to argue that the king will gladly visit a room with such a staircase. I think M. Dangeau, especially, will admire my idea, and I’ll go tell him this instant.”

“But, my dear Monsieur Malicorne, you forget you mentioned it to me first, which gives me the right of first refusal.”

“Would you like the preference?”

“Would I?”

“Of course.”

“In truth, Monsieur de Saint-Aignan, it’s a Jacob’s ladder I offer—a much greater thing than just a promotion in the peerage, perhaps even with a fine estate attached to your new title.”

“At least,” said Saint-Aignan, “it gives me the chance to prove to the king I am worthy of being called his friend now and then. I owe you this, dear M. Malicorne.”

“And you won’t forget it?” Malicorne asked, smiling. “Nothing would please me more, monsieur.”

“But I’m not really the king’s friend, just his attendant.”

“Yes, but if that staircase is like a dukedom for me, I’m sure you’ll find letters of nobility waiting for you at the top.”

Malicorne bowed. “All I need to do now,” said Saint-Aignan, “is act as quickly as possible.”

“I doubt the king will object. Just make sure to ask his permission.”

“I’ll speak to him this very moment.”

“And I’ll hurry to bring the carpenter I mentioned.”

“When will he arrive?”

“This very evening.”

“Don’t forget your precautions.”

“He’ll arrive with his eyes blindfolded.”

“And I’ll send you one of my carriages.”

“Without any insignia.”

“And a servant in plain clothes. But wait, what will La Vallière think when she sees what’s going on?”

“Oh!

“I’m certain she’ll be very interested, and if the king doesn’t have the courage to come up to her, she’ll have enough curiosity to come down.”

“We shall see,” replied Saint-Aignan. “Now, I must go to His Majesty. When will the carpenter arrive?”

“At eight o’clock.”

“How long will it take him to finish?”

“About two hours to make the opening. After that, he’ll need time to set up what you might call the ‘hyphen’ between the rooms. One night and part of the next day should be enough; but count on no less than two days total, including installing the staircase.”

“Two days? That’s quite a while.”

“Yes, but when one is tasked with opening a passage to paradise itself, we must ensure the approach is worthy.”

“Quite right. So, farewell for now, dear M. Malicorne. I’ll begin moving the evening after tomorrow.”

# Chapter XXXIV: The Promenade by Torchlight

Saint-Aignan, buoyed by the news he had just received and filled with anticipation for what the future held, made his way to De Guiche’s two rooms. Just a quarter of an hour earlier, he wouldn’t have parted with his own rooms for a million francs; now, he was ready to spend that very sum to secure the two rooms he so eagerly desired. Fortunately, he encountered few obstacles. M. de Guiche was uncertain about his accommodations and, being too unwell to care about such matters, allowed Saint-Aignan to take his two rooms without any trouble. As for M. Dangeau, he was so delighted at the arrangement that he didn’t even stop to question why Saint-Aignan was moving. Within an hour of Saint-Aignan’s new decision, Dangeau had claimed the two rooms. Just ten minutes later, Malicorne arrived with the upholsterers in tow.

Meanwhile, the king asked about Saint-Aignan. The valet hurried to his former apartments, found M. Dangeau there, and was sent on to De Guiche’s, where Saint-Aignan was now staying. This chain of events caused a slight delay, and the king had already begun to show signs of impatience when Saint-Aignan finally entered, breathless.

“You, too, are abandoning me then,” Louis XIV lamented, echoing Caesar’s famous words from eighteen hundred years ago: *Et tu quoque*.

“Sire, I am far from abandoning you. On the contrary, I am simply busy changing my lodgings.”

“What do you mean?

“I thought you finished moving three days ago.”

“Yes, sire. But I’m not comfortable where I am, so I plan to move to the other side of the building.”

“Was I not right when I said you were abandoning me?” the king exclaimed. “Oh! This is unbearable. It seems there was only one woman my heart truly cared for, and now my whole family is conspiring to take her from me. The friend to whom I confided my troubles, the one who helped me through them, has grown tired of my complaints and is leaving me without even asking my leave.”

Saint-Aignan laughed. The king immediately sensed some hidden meaning behind what looked like disrespect.

“What is it?” cried the king, hopeful. “This, sire, is that the friend whom the king has wronged is determined to restore his sovereign to the happiness he has lost.”

“Are you going to let me see La Valliere?” Louis XIV asked eagerly.

“I can’t say for certain, but I hope so,” replied Saint-Aignan.

“How—how? Tell me, Saint-Aignan. I want to know your plan, and I’ll do everything I can to help.”

“Sire,” Saint-Aignan replied, “I can’t say for sure how I’ll pull it off, but I have every reason to believe that starting tomorrow—”

“Tomorrow, you say! What joy! But why are you changing your rooms?”

“To serve Your Majesty better.”

“How can your moving help me?”

“Do you know where the two rooms assigned to De Guiche are?”

“Yes.”

“Well, that’s where I’m heading.”

“I see; but that doesn’t help me.”

“What!

"Is it possible, sire, that you haven’t noticed there are two rooms above De Guiche’s—one belongs to Mademoiselle Montalais, and the other—"

"La Vallière’s, isn’t it, Saint-Aignan? Yes, yes! What a brilliant move, Saint-Aignan—a true friend’s idea, a poet’s plan. By bringing me closer to the one from whom the world is intent on separating me, you surpass even Pylades for Orestes or Patroclus for Achilles."

"Sire," Aignan replied with a smile, "if you knew the whole extent of my plans, you might not praise me quite so grandly. Ah!"

"Sire, I know what scornful names certain Puritans at court will call me when they find out what I intend for Your Majesty."

"Saint-Aignan, I can hardly contain myself; I’m in a fever of impatience! I cannot stand the idea of waiting until tomorrow—tomorrow seems endless!"

"And yet, sire, I must insist that you go out and relieve your impatience with a good walk."

"With you—agreed! We’ll talk about your plans and about her."

"No, sire; I must stay here."

"Then with whom shall I walk?"

"With the queen and all the ladies of the court."

"Nothing will persuade me to do that, Saint-Aignan."

"And yet, sire, you must."

"*Must?*—No, no—a thousand times no! I won’t put myself through the torture of being near her, seeing her, brushing past her dress, yet unable to say a word. I refuse that agony you imagine will bring me happiness, but which eats at my soul. To see her among strangers and hide my feelings, when my very being betrays me—no! I swore never to bear such torment again, and I will keep my promise."

"Still, sire, listen to me for a moment."

"I’ll hear nothing, Saint-Aignan."

"In that case, I must persist; it’s urgent, sire—please, understand, it’s absolutely vital that Madame and her maids of honor leave the palace for two hours."

"I simply can’t see your point, Saint-Aignan."

"It’s hard for me to be giving instructions to my king, but in this case, I must. A hunting party or a promenade needs to be arranged."

"But if I went along with your idea, it would just look like a whim. By showing that much impatience, I’d show the court I can’t control my emotions."

“People suggest I dream of conquering the world, yet they say I should first conquer myself, don’t they?”

“Those who say such things, sire, are as insolent as they are eager to appear clever. But if you choose to listen to them, I have nothing left to say. In that case, we must delay our plans for tomorrow indefinitely.”

“Nonsense, Saint-Aignan. I will go out this evening—I’ll travel by torchlight to Saint-Germain. I’ll have breakfast there in the morning and return to Paris by three o’clock. Will that be enough?”

“Perfectly.”

“Then I shall leave at eight o’clock tonight.”

“Your Majesty has chosen the perfect hour.”

“And you truly have nothing more to tell me?”

“It’s only that I have nothing more to say. Hard work matters in this world, sire, but chance plays such a large role that I’ve learned to let it lead the way, trusting fate to guide the outcome.”

“Well, I place myself completely in your hands.”

“And you’re right to do so.”

Reassured, the king immediately sought out Madame to tell her his plans. At first, she suspected this sudden outing was just a trick to see La Vallière, perhaps under the shelter of darkness on the road or by some other method. However, she carefully hid her thoughts from her brother-in-law and accepted the invitation with a smile. She asked her maids of honor to join her, secretly planning to thwart the king’s affections that evening.

Left alone, the unhappy lover—who had given the orders for the departure—was swept up in the idea that Mademoiselle de la Vallière would be present. He lost himself in that bittersweet happiness lovers know all too well, savoring the thrill of possession in the mere act of seeing her. Meanwhile, Madame, gathering her maids of honor, declared, “Two ladies will be enough for me this evening: Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente and Mademoiselle de M

# Chapter XXXV: The Apparition

La Valliere quickly regained her composure. The king’s respectful manner gave her more confidence than his sudden appearance had shaken. Still, she was troubled by how he had managed to enter her room. Sensing her concern, he explained about the hidden staircase behind the screen and dismissed any suggestion that he was some sort of spirit.  
“Oh, sire!” La Valliere exclaimed, shaking her fair head with a charming smile. “Whether present or absent, you seem no more real at one moment to me than another.”  
“Which means, Louise—”  
“Oh, you know it well, sire; there isn’t a moment when the poor girl whose secret you discovered at Fontainebleau, whom you rescued from the edge, doesn’t think of you.”  
“Louise, you fill me with happiness and joy.”  
La Valliere smiled wistfully and went on, “But, sire, have you thought that your clever arrangement might not actually help us?”  
“Why not? Please, tell me—I want to know.”

“Because this room might be searched at any time. Madame could come in unexpectedly, and my companions can drop by whenever they want. To bolt the door from inside would be as clear as writing ‘No admittance—The king is within!’ Even now, sire, at this moment, nothing would stop the door from opening and revealing your majesty here.”  
“In that case,” the king replied with a laugh, “I would truly be mistaken for a ghost, as no one could guess how I arrived. Besides, only spirits walk through walls, floors, and ceilings.”  
“Oh, sire, think of the scandal! Nothing could compare to the rumors that would spread about the maids of honor—poor things!—who are rarely spared cruel gossip.”  
“And what do you conclude from all this, my dear Louise? Please, explain.”  
“Alas! It pains me, but your majesty must put an end to these hidden staircase schemes and surprises. The risk of your being caught here would far outweigh the happiness we find in meeting.”  
“Well, Louise,” the king answered tenderly, “rather than remove the staircase by which I came, there’s a much simpler solution you haven’t thought of.”  
“A solution—another way?”  
“Yes, another. Oh, you can’t love me as much as I love you, Louise, or your mind would have gone to it first.”  
She looked at the king, who took her hand. She softly pressed it between hers.  
“You mean,” the king continued, “that I risk being caught here where anyone can enter.”

“Sire, even talking about it frightens me.”  
“But you wouldn’t be caught, Louise, if you were the one to descend the staircase into the room below.”  
“Oh, sire! What are you saying?” Louise cried out, alarmed.  
“You don’t quite get me, Louise; you seem offended by my suggestion. First, do you know who has the rooms below?”  
“To M. de Guiche, I believe, sire.”  
“No, not at all; they belong to M. de Saint-Aignan.”  
“Are you sure?” La Vallière cried, so joyfully that it made the king’s heart leap.  
“Yes, to Saint-Aignan, *our friend*,” he replied.  
“But, sire,” La Vallière replied, “I cannot visit M. de Saint-Aignan’s rooms any more than M. de Guiche’s. It’s impossible—quite impossible.”  
“And yet, Louise, I would have thought that, with the king’s protection, you would dare anything.”  
“With the king’s safe-conduct,” she answered, her gaze melting into tenderness.  
“You do believe my word, don’t you, Louise?”  
“Yes, sire, when you’re not here. But when you’re present—when you speak, when I look at you, I trust nothing.”  
“What can I do to reassure you?”  
“I know it’s disrespectful to doubt the king, but—for me—you are *not* the king.”  
“Thank Heaven! I hope that’s true. You see how hard I’ve tried to remove every obstacle. Tell me, would you feel safer with a third person there?”  
“M.  
“Definitely, M. de Saint-Aignan would.”  
“Really, Louise, your suspicions hurt me.”  
Louise was silent, gazing at him steadily, her clear look seeming to pierce to the heart of the issue. She softly murmured, “Alas! alas! it’s not you I’m afraid of—it’s not you I mistrust.”  
“Well,” the king sighed, “agreed. M. de Saint-Aignan, who has the honor of giving you peace of mind, shall be present at all our meetings, I swear.”  
“You promise that, sire?”  
“On my honor as a gentleman. And you, in return—”  
“Oh, wait, sire, that’s not all; there should at least be a proper reason for M. de Saint-Aignan’s presence.”  
“Dear Louise, you have every delicate feeling, and my only aim is to live up to it. It will be just as you desire: our conversations will have a valid pretext, and I’ve already thought of one. So, beginning tomorrow, if you like—”  
“Tomorrow?”  
“Is that not soon enough?” the king exclaimed, gently pressing La Vallière’s hand between his.  
Just then, footsteps sounded in the corridor.

“Sire! Sire!” cried La Valliere, panic in her voice. “Someone’s coming; do you hear? Oh, please, leave! I beg you.”  
The king leaped from his chair and in one motion hid behind the screen. He barely had time; as he drew the screen folds, the door handle turned, and Montalais entered. She came straight in without knocking, well aware that knocking would seem to show a lack of trust in La Vallière, which would surely upset her. She took a quick glance around—her eye caught two chairs placed close together—then struggled to close the door, which resisted more than usual. This gave the king just enough time to lift the trapdoor and slip down into Saint-Aignan’s room.

“Louise,” Montalais said, her voice serious, “I need to talk to you.”  
“Heavens! What now, dear Aure?”  
“The problem is that Madame suspects *everything*.”  
“Tell me what you mean.”  
“Is it really necessary? Haven’t you noticed how Madame’s moods change lately? One minute she keeps you at her side, the next she dismisses you, then she calls for you again.”  
“Yes, of course I have.”  
“Well, it seems Madame has finally learned all she needs. She’s gone right to the root, since nothing in France can stand against the wave that sweeps away every obstacle. You know what I mean by ‘wave,’ right?”  
La Vallière hid her face in her hands.  
“I mean,” Montalais went on, unrelenting, “the wave that crashed through the gates of the Carmelites of Chaillot, breaking all of court’s old prejudices—at Fontainebleau, in Paris, everywhere.”  
“Alas! Alas!” La Valliere whispered, her tears streaming between her fingers.  
“Oh, don’t upset yourself like that, or you’ll only grasp half your troubles.”  
“For heaven’s sake,” the young woman urged, her anxiety visible, “what’s happened?”  
“Well, here it is: Madame can no longer count on anyone else in France. She’s used up the goodwill of the two queens, Monsieur, and the whole court. Now she’s turning to a certain person who claims to have rights over you.”  
La Valliere turned as pale as marble.  
“This person,” Madame continued, “isn’t in Paris; I believe they’re in England right now.”  
“Yes, yes,” La Valliere breathed, nearly fainting with fear. “I think they’re at the court of Charles II.; is that right?”  
“Yes.”  
“Well, just this evening, Madame sent a letter to St. James’s, telling the courier to go directly to Hampton Court, which I believe is one of the royal palaces, around twelve miles from London.”  
“Yes, and?”  
“Well, since Madame usually writes to London only every two weeks, and the regular courier just left three days ago, I can’t help thinking something important prompted her to write again so soon. You know how lazy she is about writing.”  
“Yes.”  
“So I have a feeling this letter was written because of you.”  
“For me?” the unhappy girl echoed, her voice lifeless. “And I, who saw the letter lying on Madame’s desk before she sealed it, thought I could read—”  
“What did you think you read?”  
“I may have been wrong, but—”  
“Tell me—what was it?”  
“The name Bragelonne.”  
La Valliere sprang from her chair, overcome by a wave of anguish.  
“Montalais,” she cried, voice trembling with sobs, “all the innocent dreams of my youth are gone. My life is an open book, exposed for all to see, from the king himself down to any passerby. Aure, my dear Aure, what can I do—what will become of me?”  
Montalais drew close and replied, “You must consult your own heart.”  
“Well, I do not love M. de Bragelonne. When I say I do not love him, I mean I care for him as a sister would for a dear brother. But that is not what he wants, nor what I promised.”  
“The truth is, you love the king,” Montalais said, “and that is excuse enough.”  
“Yes, I do love the king,” the young woman murmured, her voice hoarse, “and I’ve paid dearly for it. Now, Montalais, tell me—what can you do for me, or even against me, in my situation?”  
“You need to be more specific.”  
“What do you want me to say?”  
“So you have nothing more to tell me?”  
“No!” Louise replied, surprised.  
“Very well; you just want my advice about M. Raoul?”  
“Nothing else.”  
“That’s a delicate matter,” Montalais replied. “Actually, it’s not delicate at all. Should you marry him as promised, or go on yielding to the king?”  
“You’re putting me in a tough spot,” Montalais said with a wry smile. “If I advise you not to marry Raoul—a friend of mine—I’d offend him. If I tell you not to listen to the king—whose subject I am—I’d betray my duty. Louise, you’re handling a tricky problem with surprising ease.”  
“You misunderstand me, Aure,” La Vallière replied, wounded by her friend’s teasing. “If I married M. de Bragelonne, I couldn’t bring him happiness. And if I continue to obey the king, at least I would be thought valuable by the one who loves me.”

"What I’m asking, then, is for you to suggest a way for me to honorably break away, either from one or the other. Or rather, I want your honest sense of which way I could extricate myself with the most dignity."  
"My dear Louise," Montalais replied after a moment’s thought, "I’m not one of the wise men of Greece, nor do I have any sure method for these things. I have some experience, though, and I assure you that no woman who seeks advice about matters such as yours isn’t already in deep trouble. Besides, you have made a solemn promise—a promise every principle of honor requires you to keep. If you feel trapped by that promise, it won’t be outside advice (and to a heart in love, everyone is an outsider) that lets you off the hook. It’s not my counsel, I repeat, that can resolve things for you. I won’t offer advice, because if I were in your place, I’d feel more conflicted after hearing it than before. All I can do is what I’ve said: help you if you wish."  
"Yes, yes," La Vallière insisted.  
"Good; then tell me exactly how you want my help—who you wish me to aid or oppose—so we avoid blunders."  
"But first," La Vallière said, squeezing her friend’s hand, "where do your sympathies lie?"  
"With you, if you call me your friend."  
"Aren’t you also Madame’s confidant?"  
"That’s all the more reason to help you. If I didn’t know what was happening on that side, I couldn’t help at all, and you’d get nothing out of our friendship. Friendships are based on helping each other."  
"So, you intend to remain Madame’s friend too?"  
"Of course."  
“Do you mind that?”  
“I hardly know,” La Vallière said quietly. This cynical frankness struck her as an affront to both friendship and womanhood.  
“If you did mind,” Montalais answered, “it would be silly.”  
“So, you want to serve me?”  
“Wholeheartedly—if you’ll do the same for me.”  
"It’s almost as if you don’t know my heart," La Vallière said, looking at Montalais with bright eyes.  
“To tell you the truth, since we arrived at court, my dear Louise, we’ve both changed.”  
“How so?”  
“It’s simple. Were you already the second queen of France when still at Blois?”  
La Vallière lowered her head and began to sob. Montalais regarded her with a mix of sympathy and understanding, murmuring, “Poor girl!” Then, with a compassionate sigh, she added, “Poor king,” before kissing Louise tenderly on the forehead and returning to her apartment, where Malicorne awaited her.





Chapter XXXVI: The Portrait

In the experience called love, the waves of longing come one after another, each more intense than the last as soon as the feeling truly appears. Eventually, these moments of longing become less frequent as healing gets closer. With this idea established as a guiding truth for our story, let us continue.

The next day, which was set by the king for their first meeting in Saint-Aignan’s room, La Vallière, while adjusting the folds of a screen, noticed a letter on the floor in the king’s handwriting. It had been slipped through a crack in the floor from the room below.

No prying hand or curious eye could have delivered this single piece of paper. This, too, was one of Malicorne’s clever inventions. Knowing how useful Saint-Aignan had become to the king because of his apartment, Malicorne did not want the courtier to become even more important as a messenger. So, he kept this final delivery for himself.

La Vallière eagerly read the letter, which set their meeting for two o’clock that afternoon and explained how to lift the trapdoor hidden in the floor. “Make yourself look as beautiful as you can,” the postscript urged—words that both surprised and reassured the young woman. The hours passed slowly, but at last, the agreed time arrived.

As punctual as the priestess Hero, Louise raised the trapdoor exactly at two o’clock and found the king waiting for her on the steps, looking entirely respectful as he offered his hand to help her down. The delicacy and respect in his gesture touched her deeply. At the foot of the staircase, the two lovers met the comte, who greeted La Vallière with a smile and a courteous bow, expressing his thanks for the honor she granted him. Then he turned to the king and said:

“Sire, our man has arrived.”

La Vallière glanced at the king, a hint of anxiety in her eyes.

“Mademoiselle,” the king began, “the reason I asked you to come here is quite selfish. I have arranged for a remarkable portrait painter, famed for how well he captures likenesses, and I would be grateful if you would allow him to paint your portrait.”

“And, if you truly wish, the portrait can remain in your possession.”

La Vallière blushed.

“You see,” the king told her, “we will not be three, as you wanted, but four instead. And as long as we’re not alone, you can invite anyone you wish.”

La Vallière gently pressed her royal lover’s hand.

“Shall we go into the other room, sire?” Saint-Aignan suggested, opening the door for his guests. The king followed behind La Vallière, his gaze lingering passionately on her neck, white as snow, where her long, fair curls fell in heavy waves.

La Vallière wore a thick silk robe of pearl gray, tinted with rose, adorned with jet ornaments that highlighted the dazzling purity of her skin. In her slender, delicate hands, she held a bouquet of heartsease, Bengal roses, and clematis, surrounded by the freshest green leaves. Rising above them like a little goblet spilling its magic was a Haarlem tulip, gray and violet, a rare and exquisite variety that had taken the gardener five years to cultivate and cost the king five thousand francs.

Louis had placed this bouquet in La Vallière’s hands when he greeted her.

In the room where Saint-Aignan led them stood a young man in a purple velvet jacket, with striking black eyes and long brown hair shining in the light. This was the painter; his canvas was ready, his palette prepared. He bowed to La Vallière with the serious curiosity of an artist studying his subject, discreetly acknowledging the king as if he were any other gentleman.

He led Mademoiselle de La Vallière to the seat he had set for her, inviting her to sit. The young woman arranged herself with graceful ease upon the cushions, her hands busy and her limbs artfully relaxed. To keep her from seeming distracted or artificial, the painter suggested she occupy herself somehow. With a smile, Louis XIV settled on the cushions at La Vallière’s feet.

Reclining in her armchair, flowers in hand, with him gazing up at her with an intensity that seemed to take in every feature, they made such a beautiful tableau that the painter wanted to capture it with all his art. Meanwhile, Saint-Aignan watched with a trace of envy.

The painter worked quickly, and soon, under the early strokes of his brush, a gentle, poetic face appeared from the gray background. Her soft, calm eyes and delicately colored cheeks were framed by streams of hair falling gracefully on her neck. The lovers spoke little, their eyes lingering on each other; at times, their gazes became so loving that the painter had to pause, fearing he might paint an Erycina instead of La Vallière.

At such times, Saint-Aignan would step in, reciting verses or telling one of the charming stories Patru had told or Tallemant des Réaux had written so cleverly. Now and then, La Vallière would become tired, prompting a break from posing. During these pauses, a tray of exquisite porcelain filled with the finest fruits and rich wines, their vibrant colors glowing in beautifully crafted silver goblets, formed a fitting backdrop for the fleeting image the painter hoped to capture.

Louis was full of love, La Vallière with happiness, Saint-Aignan with ambition, while the painter gathered memories for his future. Two hours passed like this, and when the clock struck four, La Vallière got up and made a sign to the king.

Louis rose and looked over the painting, offering a few flattering remarks to the artist. Saint-Aignan joined in, pretending the portrait already captured an accurate likeness. La Vallière, blushing, thanked the painter and slipped into the next room, the king calling Saint-Aignan as he followed her.

“Won’t you come tomorrow?” he asked La Vallière.

“Oh, sire, please remember that someone may come to my room and won’t find me there.”

“Well?”

“What would happen to me then?”

“You worry too much, Louise.”

“But what if Madame calls for me?”

“Oh!” the king answered, “will the day never come when you tell me to defy everything, just so I never have to leave you again?”

“On that day, sire, I’ll be quite mad, and you mustn’t listen to me.”

“Tomorrow, Louise.”

La Vallière sighed, but unable to refuse her royal lover’s wishes, she agreed, “Tomorrow then, since you wish it, sire.” With that, she lightly went up the stairs and vanished.

“Well, sire?” Saint-Aignan asked when she was gone.

“Well, Saint-Aignan, yesterday I thought I was the happiest of men.”

“And does your majesty now consider himself,” the comte asked with a smile, “the unhappiest?”

“No; but my love for her is an unending thirst. I drink, I take the water you offer, but the more I drink, the more insatiable my thirst becomes.”

“Sire, that is partly your own doing; you created this situation yourself.”

“You’re right.”

“In that case, the key to happiness is to convince yourself you’re satisfied and simply wait.”

“Wait! So you know that word?”

“Come now, sire—don’t lose hope. I’ve already acted on your behalf, and I have other ways to help.” The king shook his head in frustration.

“What, sire! Are you still not satisfied?”

“Oh! Yes, indeed, my dear Saint-Aignan; but for Heaven’s sake, come up with some new idea.”

“Sire, I promise to do my best, and that’s all anyone can do.”

The king wanted to see the portrait again, since he couldn’t gaze upon the original. He pointed out several changes to the painter before leaving, and shortly after, Saint-Aignan dismissed the artist. Hardly had the easel, paints, and the painter himself been removed, when Malicorne peeked through the doorway. Saint-Aignan greeted him with




Chapter XXXVII: Hampton Court

The revelation that Montalais shared with La Vallière in the previous chapter naturally brings us back to the story’s central figure: a poor wandering knight, subject to the king’s whims. If our readers allow, we invite you to join him as we cross the stormy strait that separates Calais from Dover. Together, we’ll journey through the lush, green English countryside, dotted with charming streams, passing Maidstone and a number of other picturesque villages and towns, each more delightful than the last, until we reach London. From there, like bloodhounds on the trail, we will follow Raoul’s steps, having learned that he first stayed at Whitehall, then at St. James’s, where Monk welcomed him warmly and introduced him to the most distinguished circles of Charles II’s court. Our pursuit will lead us to one of the king’s summer residences near the lively village of Kingston, at Hampton Court, nestled along the Thames.

Here, the river isn’t a grand highway crowded with travelers on its wide expanse, nor are its waters dark and turbulent like those of Cocytus, boasting, “I, too, am related to the great ocean.” No, at Hampton Court, the river flows gently—a quiet stream with moss-edged banks reflecting the willows and beeches that line its shores. Sometimes a small boat can be spotted, lying lazily among the reeds in a little creek adorned with alders and forget-me-nots.

The countryside radiates happiness and prosperity; brick cottages, smoke curling in delicate spirals from their chimneys, peek out from a lush green border of holly. Children in bright red frocks move in and out of the tall grass, like poppies swaying softly in the gentle breeze.

The sheep, chewing slowly with half-closed eyes, rest in the shade of gnarled aspens. Nearby, kingfishers, dressed in emerald and gold, dart swiftly across the water’s surface, like a magical orb grazing an angler’s line as he sits in his boat, watching the fish rise in the sparkling stream.

Towering above this tranquil landscape of shadow and light stood the palace of Hampton Court, built by Wolsey—a residence that the proud cardinal, despite his meekness, was compelled to offer to his master, Henry VIII, who gazed at it with envy and longing.

Hampton Court, with its brick walls, wide windows, and elegant iron gates, featured curious bell turrets, private covered walkways, and interior fountains reminiscent of the Alhambra. It was a perfect haven of roses, jasmine, and clematis. Every sense was delighted, especially sight and smell, while the reception rooms created a fitting backdrop for the romantic paintings that Charles II displayed among the voluptuous works of Titian, Pordenone, and Van Dyck. This was the same Charles whose father’s portrait—the martyr king—hung in the gallery as a somber reminder. The walls of various rooms bore scars from Cromwell’s puritanical followers, who fired upon the palace on August 24, 1648, when they brought Charles I. there as a prisoner.

In the heart of his court, the king reveled in pleasure and excitement—he, a poet at heart, believed that every moment of past pain could be redeemed by a single day of enjoyment. It wasn’t the soft green lawn of Hampton Court—so lush it felt like velvet underfoot—nor the vivid flowerbeds at the base of tall rose trees, which wrapped their trunks in loving embrace. It wasn’t even the grand lime trees, their branches sweeping the ground like willows, providing a perfect retreat for love or reflection beneath their dense shade.

What truly captivated Charles II about his palace was perhaps the wide, peaceful stretch of water, rippling gently in the breeze like Cleopatra’s flowing hair. The surface blossomed with cress and white water lilies, whose delicate buds slowly opened to the sun, revealing the gold within their milky petals. The gentle stream carried black swans gliding elegantly, while playful waterfowl darted about with their fluffy young, chasing insects among the reeds and seeking shelter in mossy nooks.

It could have been the towering holly bushes, their leaves a deep glossy green; the bridges arching gracefully over the canals; the deer grazing in the endless park avenues; or countless birds fluttering from branch to branch among the emerald foliage. Any of these enchanting sights could have won his favor, for Hampton Court had them all. Nearly forests of white roses sprawled across tall trellises, showering the ground with perfumed, snowy petals.

But no, what Charles II treasured most at Hampton Court were the delightful figures wandering the broad terraces of the gardens in the afternoon. Like Louis XIV, he had their striking beauty captured by a master artist, skilled in translating the glow of eyes heavy with love and pleasure onto canvas.

The day we arrive at Hampton Court is as clear and bright as a summer day in France. The air brims with the fragrances of geraniums, sweet peas, syringas, and heliotrope, scattered in abundance everywhere. It’s past midday, and after dining following his return from hunting, the king pays a visit to Lady Castlemaine, the woman believed to enchant his heart. With this ritual devotion complete, he is then free to indulge in flirtations until evening falls.

Love and amusement reign throughout the court. It’s a time when ladies earnestly debate with their less refined companions whether a foot appears more or less captivating, depending on whether it’s adorned with a pink or lilac silk stocking. This is also the era when Charles II proclaims that no woman is safe if she wears green silk stockings—since Miss Lucy Stewart has chosen that color.

While the king busies himself enticing others to his own whims, let us head to a beech-lined avenue opposite the terrace. There, we may overhear the conversation of a young woman in a dark dress, walking with another girl of similar age dressed in blue. They cross a beautiful lawn, at the center of which a fountain features a bronze siren, and continue their stroll, chatting as they approach the terrace. The terrace overlooks the park and is dotted with summer houses, each uniquely designed and decorated. Most are occupied, but the two young women walk on, one blushing, the other lost in thought.

At last, they arrive at the far end of the terrace overlooking the river, where they find a cool spot to sit together. “Where are we going?” the younger girl asks her companion.

“My dear, we’re going wherever you choose to lead,” she replies.

“I?”

“Yes, you; toward the end of the palace, to that seat over there, where the young Frenchman sits, wasting away in sighs and grief.”

Miss Mary Grafton quickly objects, “No, no; I’m not going there.”

“Why not?”

“Let’s go back, Lucy.”

“On the contrary, let’s go forward and have a little talk.”

“What about?”

“About why the Vicomte de Bragelonne always accompanies you on your walks, just as you always accompany him on his.”

“So you think that either he loves me, or that I love him?”

“Why not? He’s a very agreeable companion.” Lucy Stewart glances around with a smile, showing her concern isn’t very serious.

“No, no,” Mary insists, “the king is in his summerhouse with the Duke of Buckingham.”

“Oh!”

“Speaking of the duke, Mary, it seems he’s been paying you a lot of attention since his return from France. How does that make you feel?”

Mary Grafton shrugs, pretending not to care. “Oh, it’s nothing,” she says.

“Well, I’ll simply have to ask Bragelonne about it,” Stewart says, laughing. “Let’s go find him right away.”

“Why?”

“I want to speak with him.”

“Not yet. One word first—come, you who know so many of the king’s secrets, tell me—why is M. de Bragelonne in England?”

“Because he was sent as envoy from one king to another.”

“That might be, but let’s be serious. Politics hardly concern us, but we know M. de Bragelonne doesn’t really have a significant mission here.”

“Well, listen,” Stewart says in a mock-serious tone. “For you, I’ll confide a state secret. Want to know what letter King Louis XIV entrusted to M. de Bragelonne?”

“De Bragelonne, for King Charles II? I do. Here are the exact words: ‘My brother, the bearer of this letter is a gentleman of my court and the son of someone you esteem highly. Please treat him kindly, and try to make him fond of England.’”

“Did he really write that?”

“Word for word—or something quite close. Maybe my translation isn’t perfect, but the meaning is there.”

“What conclusion do you draw, or rather what conclusion does the king draw from this?”

“That the King of France had his reasons for removing M. de Bragelonne, and wishes to see him married outside of France.”

“So, as a result of this letter—”

“King Charles welcomed M. de Bragelonne with every distinction and kindness. The finest apartments in Whitehall were assigned to him. And since you are the most valued and precious person at court—having turned down the king himself—he hoped you would grow fond of the Frenchman, eager to gift him such a prize.”

And this is why you, the heiress of three hundred thousand pounds, a future duchess, beautiful and kind, have found Bragelonne constantly at your side during every walk and festivity to which he’s been invited. It was, in truth, a plot—a sort of conspiracy.”

Mary Grafton smiled, her charming expression a well-worn habit, and, squeezing her friend’s arm, said, “Thank the king, Lucy.”

“Yes, yes, but the Duke of Buckingham is jealous, so beware.”

No sooner had she spoken than the duke stepped out of a pavilion on the terrace. Coming toward the girls with a smile, he said, “You’re mistaken, Miss Lucy; I am not jealous. The proof, Miss Mary, sits just there—M. de Bragelonne, who ought to make me jealous, and yet sits alone, lost in thought. Poor fellow! Please let me have a word with Miss Lucy Stewart, as there’s something I wish to discuss.” He bowed to Lucy, adding, “Will you do me the honor of taking my hand so I may escort you to the king, who’s waiting for us?”

Buckingham, still smiling, took Miss Stewart’s hand and led her away. Left alone, Mary Grafton slightly tilted her head in that languid grace so common to young English girls. She stood for a moment, gazing thoughtfully at Raoul, not sure what to do next.

Eventually—after first blushing, then turning pale, revealing her inner turmoil—she seemed to make up her mind. With newly steady steps, she approached the seat where Raoul lay lost in his own sorrow, as we have seen. The light sound of Miss Mary’s footfall on the soft grass roused Raoul from his thoughts. He turned, saw the young lady, and rose to greet the companion fate had so suddenly dropped in his way.

“I’ve been sent to you, monsieur,” Mary Grafton said, her voice steady. “Will you look after me?”

“To whom do I owe this happiness?” Raoul asked.

“To the Duke of Buckingham,” Mary replied, forcing a cheerful tone she did not truly feel.

“To the Duke of Buckingham? The very man who so eagerly seeks your company? Can I really believe, mademoiselle, that you are serious?”

“The truth is, monsieur, it seems that everything conspires to have us spend the best—or at least the longest—part of the day together.”

“Yesterday, the king himself asked that you dine beside me; today, the Duke of Buckingham insists I sit here with you.”

“And he’s left us alone on purpose?” Raoul asked, a bit embarrassed. “See over there by the path—he’s just gone with Miss Stewart. Are such polite attentions common in France, monsieur le vicomte?”

“I can hardly say what’s done in France, mademoiselle; I’m hardly a true Frenchman myself. I’ve lived in many countries, mostly as a soldier, and spent long stretches in the wilderness. I’m almost a savage.”

“I fear you aren’t happy in England.”

“I can’t say for certain,” replied Raoul, his thoughts drifting as he sighed deeply. “What!”

“Don’t you know?”

“Forgive me,” Raoul answered, shaking his head to collect his thoughts. “I didn’t hear you.”

“Oh!” sighed the young woman, “how wrong the duke was to send me here!”

“Wrong?” Raoul echoed. “Perhaps. After all, I’m just a rough, uncouth companion who might bore you. The duke was indeed wrong.”

“Actually,” Mary Grafton continued calmly, “it’s precisely because your company doesn’t bore me that the duke was mistaken to send me.”

Now it was Raoul’s turn to blush. “But,” he pressed, “how did the Duke of Buckingham send you to me? Why did you agree? The duke loves you, and you love him.”

“No,” Mary replied gravely, “the duke doesn’t love me; he loves the Duchesse d’Orleans. As for me, I have no affection for the duke.”

Raoul looked at her in surprise. “Are you a friend of the Duke of Buckingham?” she asked. “The duke has called me so ever since we met in France.”

“So you are just acquaintances, then?”

“No; the duke is the closest friend of someone I consider a brother.”

“The Duc de Guiche?”

“Yes.”

“The one in love with Madame la Duchesse d’Orleans?”

“Oh!

“What do you mean?”

“And who loves him in return?” the young woman continued gently. Raoul lowered his head, and Mary Grafton, sighing, carried on, “They are very happy. But please, Monsieur de Bragelonne, let me be. The Duke of Buckingham has set you a difficult task in asking you to accompany me. Your heart is elsewhere, and you have to summon real kindness simply to be present. Admit it; it would be unfair not to, vicomte.”

“Madame, I do admit it.”

She met his gaze steadily. He was so noble and dignified, his eyes so gentle, sincere, and steadfast, that the idea of his being either rude or naïve never even crossed her mind. She realized, sadly, that he loved another with all his heart. “Ah! I see now,” she said. “You left your heart in France.” Raoul bowed.

“Does the duke know how you feel?”

“No one knows,” Raoul replied. “Then why tell me? Please, answer.”

“I can’t.”

“Then let me guess your reason. You won’t confide in me because you know I don’t love the duke; because you realize I could have loved you; because you are a man of honor. Instead of accepting the hand that is almost offered to you, even just for an instant, and instead of trading a smile for a smile, you, though young, have chosen to be honest and say, ‘My heart is across the sea—in France.’ For that, I thank you, Monsieur de Bragelonne. You are truly a noble man, and my respect for you is all the greater for it—but only as a friend.”

“Now, enough about me—let’s focus on you. Forget that I’ve revealed anything; instead, tell me why you’re sad, and why your sorrow seems deeper these past four days.”

Raoul was deeply moved by her sweet yet mournful tone. As he struggled for words, the young woman continued. “Have pity on me,” she said. “My mother was French, and in all honesty, I consider myself French by blood and spirit. Yet, the heavy gloom and mist of England seem to stifle me. Sometimes my dreams are brilliant and joyful, but then a fog rises, swallowing them completely. That is exactly how I feel now.”

“Forgive me; I’ve said too much. Now, take my hand, and as a friend, share with me your troubles.”

“You say you are French in heart and soul?”

“Yes, I am. Not only was my mother French, but my father, a friend of King Charles I, was exiled in France. I grew up in Paris during the king’s trial and the Protectorate period. When Charles II was restored, my father returned to England, only to die shortly after. The king made me a duchess and gave me a dowry fit for my station.”

“Any relatives in France?” Raoul asked, suddenly interested.

“I have a sister there, seven or eight years older. She married in France but was widowed young. Her name is Madame de Belliere. Do you know her?” she added, noticing Raoul’s reaction.

“I know her name.”

“She too loves deeply, and her recent letters say she is happy—I suppose her affection is returned. Yet as I told you, Monsieur de Bragelonne, while I share her nature, I do not share her happiness.”

“But let us talk about you; whom do you love in France?”

“A young woman, gentle and pure as a lily.”

“But if she loves you, why the sadness?”

“I’ve been told she doesn’t love me any longer.”

“You don’t believe it, do you?”

“The letter wasn’t signed by whoever wrote it.”

“An anonymous accusation! Surely some trickery,” Miss Grafton said.

“Wait,” Raoul replied, withdrawing a letter he’d read over and over. He handed it to the young woman, who read:

“VICOMTE,—You are perfectly right to enjoy yourself among the lovely faces of Charles II’s court, for at Louis XIV’s court, the castle where your heart resides is under siege. Stay in London, poor vicomte, or return to Paris without delay.”

“There’s no signature,” Miss Mary noted. “None at all.”

“Then don’t believe it.”

“That’s reasonable. But here’s another letter, from my friend De Guiche: ‘I lie here wounded and ill. Return, Raoul, oh, return!’”

“What will you do?” she asked, a shadow of fear in her eyes.

“My first thought, after receiving this letter, was to ask the king for leave right away.”

“When did you get it?”

“The day before yesterday.”

“It’s postmarked Fontainebleau.”

“That is strange, isn’t it? The court’s in Paris just now. Still, I would have left, but when I mentioned my intention to the king he laughed and said, ‘Well, monsieur l’ambassadeur, have you been recalled by your master, that you’re so eager to leave?’ Naturally I blushed—I was caught off guard. The truth is, the king sent me here, and I have no orders to return.”

Mary frowned in thought. “So, you’re staying then?”

“I am, mademoiselle.”

“Do you ever get letters from her—the one you love so much?”

“No.”

“Never? Does she not love you then?”

“At least, she hasn’t written since I left, though she sometimes did before. I only hope she simply can’t write.”

“Hush! The duke is coming.”

At that moment, Buckingham appeared at the walk’s end, coming toward them alone and smiling. He extended his hands to both.

“Have you come to an agreement?” he asked.

“About what?”

“About whatever might bring you happiness, dear Mary, and bring Raoul some relief.”

“I don’t understand you, my lord,” Raoul interrupted. “But this is my opinion, Miss Mary. Would you like me to say it in front of M. de Bragelonne?” He smiled as he said this.

“If you mean,” the young woman retorted, her tone proud, “that I was not against loving M. de Bragelonne, that’s unnecessary, for I’ve already told him so myself.”

Buckingham paused, showing no sign of offense, which she had expected, and said, “My reason for leaving you with M. de Bragelonne turned out well, madame, for he holds the rare gift of love, both suffered and given. Still, I believe he could gain from your wisdom, even as medicine for wounds of the heart which he may not yet recognize.”

Mary stopped to gather her thoughts. “My lord, while it’s true that M. de Bragelonne is in love, he does not need the sort of healing I might offer. His heart is whole, full of affection, and does not suffer as yours does.”

“Ah, but you are mistaken,” the duke replied, a hint of urgency in his voice. “Love is a double-edged sword, and even the happiest heart can hold a hidden pain. It’s not simply physical hurt; sometimes the heart needs a gentle hand to lead it back to peace.”

Mary’s expression softened. “If you believe my skills might help him, I’ll do my best. But I urge you, think of your own heart; it too can be healed, though you may think it can’t.”

“De Bragelonne,” Buckingham said, “is on the verge of serious trouble—he needs sympathy and care now more than ever.”

“Please explain, my lord,” Raoul pleaded, anxiety rising in his voice.

“I will explain in time, but if you wish, I can tell Miss Grafton what you might rather not hear.”

“My lord, you are tormenting me; you know something you’re keeping from me, don’t you?”




Chapter XXXVIII: The Courier from Madame. Charles II

Charles II was passionately trying to persuade Miss Stewart that she was the only one he truly cared for, declaring an affection much like his ancestor Henry IV had for Gabrielle. Unfortunately for him, he had chosen the worst possible moment—the very day Miss Stewart decided to make him jealous. Rather than being moved by his declarations, she burst out laughing.

“Oh! Sire, sire,” she exclaimed, still giggling, “if I were so unlucky as to ask you for proof of your affection, it would be only too easy to see you were not telling the truth.”

“Nay, listen to me,” Charles protested. “You know my Raphael cartoons; you know how much they mean to me. The whole world envies my possession of them, and you know it well. My father had Van Dyck acquire them. Would you like me to send them to your home today?”

“Oh, no!” the young woman replied. “Please keep them, sire; my house is much too small for such distinguished guests.”

“In that case, I’ll give you Hampton Court to house the cartoons.”

“Be less generous, sire, and learn to love a little longer; that’s all I ask.”

“I shall never stop loving you; is that not enough?”

“You are smiling, sire.”

“Do you want me to weep?”

“No; but I’d like to see you a bit more solemn.”

“Thank heavens, I’ve been solemn long enough. Fourteen years of exile, poverty, and hardship—I think I’ve paid my dues. Besides, being melancholy never did anyone any good.”

“Quite the contrary—just look at that young Frenchman.”

“What! The Vicomte de Bragelonne? Are you smitten too? By heaven, they’re all going mad for him one after another; yet he, meanwhile, truly has reasons for sadness.”

“Why is that?”

“Oh, so now you want me to reveal state secrets, do you?”

“If I ask, you must do as I wish, since you said you would do anything for me.”

“Very well then. He’s bored in his own country. Does that satisfy you?”

“Bored?”

“Yes, which shows his foolishness. I let him fall in love with Miss Mary Grafton, and he is still bored. Can you imagine?”

“Interesting. So, if Miss Lucy Stewart were to seem indifferent to you, you’d try to console yourself by falling in love with Miss Mary Grafton instead.”

“I wouldn’t say that. First of all, you know Mary Grafton isn’t interested in me. Besides, a man only finds comfort for lost love in discovering a new one.”

“Let me point out again, we’re not talking about me, but about that young man. One could almost call the girl he left behind a Helen—though, of course, a Helen before her little adventure with Paris.”

“He’s left someone, then?”

“To be precise, someone has left him.”

“Poor fellow! That’s unfortunate!”

“What do you mean by ‘unfortunate’?”

“Why not? Why did he leave?”

“You think he left by choice?”

“Was he forced to leave, then?”

“He left Paris on orders, my dear Stewart; and brace yourself—by direct orders from the king himself.”

“Ah! I understand now.”

“Just promise me you won’t say anything about it.”

“You know I’m as discreet as anyone. So the king sent him away?”

“Yes.”

“And while he’s gone, they take his sweetheart away from him?”

“Yes; can you imagine?”

“The poor fool, instead of being grateful to the king, is simply miserable.”

“What? Thank the king for stealing the woman he loves? Sire, that’s hardly a gallant opinion.”

“But try to see it my way. If the king had run off with a Miss Grafton or a Miss Stewart, I wouldn’t be so sympathetic; actually, I’d think he wasn’t nearly miserable enough. But the woman in question is a frail, thin, lame creature. To the devil with such fidelity! It’s hard to believe a man could choose a girl who’s poor over one who’s wealthy—a girl who loves him over one who betrays him.”

“Do you truly think Mary wants to please the vicomte, sire?”

“I do, indeed.”

“The vicomte will settle in England, for Mary is clear-headed, and when she chooses a goal, she pursues it wholeheartedly.”

“Be careful, my dear Miss Stewart; if the vicomte is considering staying in our country, he doesn’t have much time left—for just the day before yesterday, he once again asked me for permission to leave.”

“Which you refused him, I take it?”

“Indeed, I did; my royal brother is far too eager for him to be gone. My own amour propre is at risk, for I would not have it said that I dangled the noblest and gentlest lady in England before this young man—”

“You are truly gallant, sire,” Miss Stewart replied, pouting playfully. “I am not speaking of myself, for I am indeed worthy of a king’s affection; and since she has captivated me, I hope no one else falls for her. So, I maintain, the favor I’ve shown to this young man won’t be wasted; he will stay, he will marry here, or I am much mistaken.”

“And I hope that once he is married and settled, instead of being angry with your majesty, he will thank you. After all, everyone is trying their best to please him—even the Duke of Buckingham, whose talents, although remarkable, seem overshadowed by this young Frenchman.”

“Even Miss Stewart, who calls him the most refined gentleman she has ever met.”

“Now, sire; you’ve praised Miss Grafton so much that you forget what I might have said about De Bragelonne. But, by the way, sire, your kindness lately astounds me: you care for those who are absent and forgive those who have wronged you—in truth, you are almost perfect. How does this happen—”

“It’s because you let yourself be loved,” he answered, laughing. “Oh! There must be another reason.”

“Well, I’m doing everything I can to please my brother, Louis XIV.”

“Nay, I need another reason.”

“Truthfully, it’s because Buckingham highly recommended the young man to me, saying: ‘Sire, I begin by surrendering any claim to Miss Grafton; I beg you to do as I do.’”

“The duke is indeed a true gentleman.”

“Oh! Absolutely; it seems it’s now Buckingham’s turn to capture your attention. You seem determined to oppose me at every opportunity today.”

At that moment, a knock sounded at the door. “Who dares interrupt us?” Charles exclaimed, annoyance rising in his voice.

“Honestly, sire, your vanity over ‘who dares’ is something else, and to teach you a lesson—”

Miss Stewart went to the door and opened it.

“It’s a courier from France,” she announced.

“A courier from France!” Charles repeated, interest rising. “From my sister, perhaps?”

“Yes, sire,” the usher confirmed. “A special messenger.”

“Let him in immediately,” Charles commanded.

“You have a letter for me?” the king asked as the courier entered. “From the Duchess of Orleans?”

“Yes, sire,” the courier replied. “It’s so urgent that I’ve spent twenty-six hours delivering it to your majesty, and lost only three-quarters of an hour at Calais.”

“Your dedication won’t go unnoticed,” the king said as he opened the letter. After reading it, he burst out laughing and exclaimed, “I can’t make heads or tails of this!” He read the letter again, while Miss Stewart kept her composure, trying her best to hide her strong curiosity.

“Francis,” the king called to his valet, “make sure this excellent man is well looked after. Let him sleep soundly, and when he wakes tomorrow, make sure there’s a purse with fifty sovereigns by his bedside.”

“Sire!” the courier exclaimed in surprise. “No, please! My sister was right in urging you to act with utmost speed; the matter was truly urgent.” He laughed even more loudly. The courier, the valet, and Miss Stewart exchanged glances, uncertain how to respond.

“Ah!” the king said, reclining in his chair. “To think you’ve exhausted—how many horses?”

“Two!” the courier replied.

“Two horses to bring me this news?”

“That will do; you may go now.”

The courier left with the valet. Charles went to the window, opened it, and called out, “Duke! Buckingham! Come here, would you?”

The duke came quickly in response to the summons, but when he reached the door and saw Miss Stewart, he hesitated to enter.

“Come in and close the door,” the king ordered.

The duke did as told, and noticing the king’s high spirits, stepped forward with a smile.

“Well, my dear duke, how are you getting on with your Frenchman?”

“Sire, I am at my wits’ end with him.”

“Why is that?”

“Because the charming Miss Grafton is ready to marry him, yet he is not interested.”

“He’s a perfect Boeotian!” exclaimed Miss Stewart. “He should simply say ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ and be done with it.”

“But,” Buckingham responded seriously, “you know, madame, or should know, that M. de Bragelonne is in love with someone else.”

“In that case,” the king said, coming to Miss Stewart’s defense, “it’s simple; let him say ‘No.’”

“True; and I told him he was wrong not to say ‘Yes.’”

“You told him honestly that La Vallière was deceiving him, I suppose?”

“Yes, without any reservations. As soon as I finished, he jumped as if ready to leap across the Channel.”

“At least,” Miss Stewart observed, “he did something—and a very good thing too, in my opinion.”

“But,” Buckingham continued, “I stopped him. I left him and Miss Mary speaking together, and I sincerely hope he won’t leave as he seemed to want.”

“He’s thinking of leaving England?” the king exclaimed. “For a moment, I thought nothing could keep him. But now that Miss Mary is focused on him, he’ll stay.”

“That’s exactly where you’re mistaken, Buckingham,” the king said, laughing heartily. “The poor fellow is destined.”

“Destined for what?”

“If it were only to be deceived, that would be one thing; but seeing him, it’s something else.”

“With time and Miss Grafton’s help, the blow can be avoided.”

“Not at all; neither time nor Miss Grafton’s assistance will help at all. Bragelonne will leave for Paris within the hour.”

Buckingham gasped, and Miss Stewart’s eyes widened in shock.

“But, sire,” the duke objected, “your majesty knows that’s impossible.”

“That is to say, my dear Buckingham, it’s impossible—until it happens.”

“Don’t forget, sire, that the young man is a formidable lion, and his anger is dangerous.”

“I don’t deny that, my dear duke.”

“And if he finds out who is behind his misfortune, woe to them!”

“I don’t deny it; but what would you have me do?”

“If it were the king himself,” Buckingham burst out, “I couldn’t guarantee his safety.”

“Oh, the king has his musketeers for protection,” Charles replied calmly. “I know that well, since I had to wait endlessly in his antechamber at Blois.”

“He has M. d’Artagnan, and who could be a better protector for the king than he? I’d gladly face twenty storms of rage, like those Bragelonne might unleash, if I had four guardians like D’Artagnan.”

“But I beg you, your majesty, who are so good and kind, to really consider this.”

“Wait,” said Charles II, handing the letter to the duke. “Read it, and see for yourself what you would do in my position.”

Buckingham slowly took Madame’s letter, trembling with emotion as he read:


“For your own sake, for mine, and for the honor and safety of everyone, send M. de Bragelonne back to France immediately. Your devoted sister, HENRIETTA.”



“Well, Villiers, what do you think?”

“Honestly, sire, I have nothing to say,” the duke replied, stunned.

“Nay, would you, of all people,” the king said shrewdly, “advise me to ignore my sister’s urgent letter?”

“Oh, no, no, sire; but—”

“You haven’t read the postscript, Villiers; it’s folded under the letter—I missed it at first. Read it.” As the duke turned down the fold, he read aloud:


“A thousand kind thoughts to those who love me.”



The duke’s head slowly bowed, the letter trembling in his hand as if it weighed a ton. The king waited a moment, and, seeing Buckingham silent, went on, “He must fulfill his destiny, as we must ours. Every person bears grief in this world; I’ve endured mine, along with the sorrows of others close to me, and so I bear a double weight of sadness! But enough of that for now! Go, and bring our friend here, Villiers.”

The duke opened the latticed door of the summer house and pointed out Raoul and Mary, who were walking together side by side.

“What a cruel blow for poor Miss Grafton, sire!”

“Nonsense; call him,” Charles II said, frowning. “Everyone is so sentimental today. Look at Miss Stewart wiping her eyes—confound that Frenchman!”

The duke called Raoul, and taking Miss Grafton by the hand, he led her toward the king.

“Monsieur de Bragelonne,” Charles II said, “didn’t you ask me the day before yesterday for permission to return to Paris?”

“Yes, sire,” Raoul replied, very surprised by the king’s question.

“And I believe I refused?”

“Yes, sire.”

“For which you were angry with me?”

“No, sire; your majesty had good reasons to refuse. You are so wise and so good that everything you do is right.”

“I believe I said that the king of France had not called you back?”

“Yes, sire, that was your reason.”

“Well, M. De Bragelonne, I have thought it over; and while the king didn’t specifically arrange your return, he asked me to make your stay in England as pleasant as possible. But, since you want to go, it seems that you no longer enjoy being here.”

“I wouldn’t say that, sire.”

“No, but your request makes it clear that another place would suit you better,” the king said.

At this, Raoul looked toward the door, where Miss Grafton leaned, pale and sorrowful, her other hand on the duke’s arm.

“You don’t answer,” Charles continued. “There’s a saying: ‘Silence means consent.’ Very well, Monsieur de Bragelonne; I now grant your wish. You’re free to leave for Paris whenever you like, and you have my authority.”

“Sire!” Raoul exclaimed, as Mary stifled a sob, unconsciously gripping Buckingham’s arm more tightly.

“You could reach Dover tonight,” the king added. “The tide favors you at two in the morning.”

Raoul, taken aback, managed to stammer some awkward words as thanks and excuses.

“I bid you farewell, Monsieur de Bragelonne, and wish you every success,” the king said as he stood. “I’d be pleased if you kept this diamond as a souvenir; I intended it as a wedding gift.”

Miss Grafton felt her legs weaken, and as Raoul accepted the ring from the king’s hand, he too felt his own strength faltering. He offered a few respectful words to the king, a fleeting compliment to Miss Stewart, and turned to Buckingham to say goodbye. At that moment, the king quietly slipped away.

Raoul found the duke trying to encourage Miss Grafton. “Tell him to stay, I beg you!” Buckingham encouraged Mary.

“No, I will tell him to go,” Miss Grafton replied, her determination returning. “I’m not the kind of woman who has more pride than heart. If the one he loves is in France, he should go to her and thank me for urging him to seek his happiness. If, on the other hand, she doesn’t love him anymore, he can come back here. I will still love him, and his sadness won’t make me think less of him. In my family’s arms, he’ll find what Heaven has written on my heart—Habenti parum, egenti cuncta. ‘To the rich is given little, to the poor everything.’”

“I don’t believe, Bragelonne, that you’ll find there what you’re leaving here.”

“I think—or at least hope,” Raoul answered, his face darkening, “that the woman I love is worthy of my affection. But if she isn’t, as you’ve been trying to convince me, I will erase her from my heart, duke, even if it breaks me.”

Mary Grafton looked at him with deep, indescribable pity, and Raoul gave her a gentle, sorrowful smile in return.

“Mademoiselle, the diamond the king gave me was intended for you. Please accept it from me: if I marry in France, send it back; if not, keep it.” With a bow, he turned and left her.

“What does he mean?” Buckingham wondered, as Raoul gently held Mary’s cold hand with the utmost respect.

Mary understood the look Buckingham gave her. “If it were a wedding ring, I’d refuse it,” she said. “And yet you were willing to ask him to come back to you.”

“Oh, Duke,” the young woman cried, her voice trembling, “a woman like me is never taken as a consolation by a man like him.”

“You don’t think he’ll come back, then?”

“Never,” Miss Grafton replied, her voice thick with emotion. “And I regret to say, Mary, that he’ll find only heartbreak and a lost love in France.”

His honor has not escaped unscathed. What, then, is left for you, Mary, to compare with your love? Tell me, Mary, who knows yourself so well.

Miss Grafton placed her delicate hand on Buckingham’s arm, and as Raoul hurried away in torment, she softly echoed Juliet’s words:

“I must be gone and live, or stay and die.”

With those words, Raoul disappeared from view. Miss Grafton returned to her rooms, pale as death.

Buckingham took advantage of the courier who had brought the king’s letter to write to Madame and the Comte de Guiche. The king was right; by two in the morning, the tide was at its fullest, and Raoul had already set sail for France.




Chapter XXXIX: Saint-Aignan Follows Malicorne’s Advice

The king watched intently as La Vallière’s portrait took shape, focused not just on seeing her likeness captured but also on stretching out the process. It was amusing to see the way he followed the artist’s brush, eagerly anticipating when a particular detail would be finished or a color would be blended, and suggesting various changes that the painter always accepted with great respect.

When the artist, following Malicorne’s advice, arrived a bit late, and Saint-Aignan had to step away for a while, it was fascinating to imagine what filled the silent moments—rich with unspoken meaning, binding two people naturally drawn to understand each other. They enjoyed sharing such quiet meditation, letting time pass unnoticed, as if it were flying by. As the king leaned closer to Louise, his gaze intense, a sudden noise from the anteroom shattered the spell.

The artist had just arrived, and Saint-Aignan, too, returned, full of apologies. The king began to talk, while La Vallière responded quickly, their eyes showing Saint-Aignan they had experienced an eternity of happiness during his short absence. In this way, Malicorne, a philosopher in his own way—though he didn’t realize it—had managed to awaken in the king a sense of longing in the midst of plenty, desire in the face of assured possession.

La Vallière’s fears of interruption had never come true; no one suspected she spent two or three hours each day away from her rooms. She said her health was fragile, and those who came to her rooms always knocked before entering. Malicorne, always the inventive thinker, had designed a clever acoustic device that warned La Vallière whenever anyone approached her usual quarters while she was in Saint-Aignan’s apartment. So, without ever leaving her room or needing any confidante, she could return in time to erase any lingering doubts from even the most skeptical observers.

The following morning, Malicorne asked Saint-Aignan for news, and Saint-Aignan admitted, though somewhat unwillingly, that the brief visit had left the king in excellent spirits.

“We must increase the dose,” Malicorne replied, “but do so carefully; wait until they seem ready for more.”

Their eagerness was obvious, though, for on the evening of the fourth day, as the painter packed up his things while Saint-Aignan was still absent, he returned to find disappointment and irritation so clear on La Vallière’s face that she couldn’t hide it.

The king was less subtle, showing his annoyance with a significant shrug that made La Vallière blush.

“Excellent!” thought Saint-Aignan. “M. Malicorne will be pleased tonight,” and, indeed, he was when he heard what had happened.

“It’s clear,” he commented to the comte, “that Mademoiselle de La Vallière hoped you’d be at least ten minutes late.”

“And the king expected me to be half an hour late, dear Monsieur Malicorne.”

“You wouldn’t be showing much devotion to the king,” Malicorne replied, “if you didn’t give His Majesty that half-hour’s happiness.”

“But the painter,” Saint-Aignan objected.

“I’ll take care of him,” Malicorne promised. “I just need to observe faces and situations a little more before I act; that’s my magic. Sorcerers use astrolabes to measure the sun, moon, and stars, but I’m happy just reading people’s faces. I can see whether their eyes are shadowed with tiredness and whether their mouths turn up or down at the corners.”

That evening, Malicorne had plenty of chances to observe up close. The king accompanied the queen to Madame’s apartments, his serious look and heavy sighs




Chapter XL: Two Old Friends

While everyone at court was busy with their own preoccupations, a man quietly took up residence behind the Place de Grève, in the very house that D’Artagnan had once besieged during the riot.

The main entrance of the house faced Place Baudoyer. It was quite large, surrounded by gardens and shielded from prying eyes by the toolmaker shops lining Rue Saint-Jean. This arrangement formed a protective barrier of stone, noise, and greenery, similar to a mummy swaddled in its triple coffin.

The man in question walked with a confident stride, though he was no longer in the prime of youth. His dark cloak and long sword gave the impression of someone in search of adventure, while his curled mustache and the smooth skin under his sombrero suggested that gallantry was still a significant part of his life.

When the cavalier entered the house, the clock struck eight. Ten minutes later, a lady arrived, attended by a servant armed to the teeth. She knocked on the same door, which was promptly opened by an old woman. As the lady entered, she lifted her veil. Though she was neither young nor beautiful anymore, she still carried herself with remarkable grace. Beneath her elegant clothing and tasteful style lay an age that only someone like Ninon de l’Enclos could have worn with such impunity.

She hardly reached the vestibule when the cavalier, whose features we have only lightly described, greeted her, extending his hand. “Good day, my dear duchess,” he said. “How do you do, my dear Aramis?” replied the duchess. He led her into a beautifully furnished room where the last rays of the setting sun bathed the high windows, shining vividly through the dark green needles of nearby firs. They sat side by side, neither considering the need for extra light. Instead, they welcomed the shadows, as if seeking comfort in forgetfulness.

“Chevalier,” the duchess began, “you haven’t given me a single sign of life since our meeting at Fontainebleau. Honestly, your presence there on the day of the Franciscan’s death—and your knowledge of certain secrets—surprised me more than anything I’ve ever experienced.”

“I can explain both my presence and my initiation,” Aramis replied. “But first, let’s talk about us, since our friendship isn’t new.”

“Yes, madame. And if Heaven allows, we’ll remain friends—hopefully not just for a time, but always.”

“That’s certain, chevalier, and my visit today is proof of it.”

“Still, duchess, our interests aren’t what they once were,” Aramis said, offering a calm smile as the room grew darker, though his smile had lost some of its old brightness. “No, chevalier, our concerns have changed. Each stage of life brings its own focus, and as we talk now—just as clearly as we once did in silence—let’s speak openly, if you’d like.”

“I’m at your service, duchess. But first, may I ask how you found my address and what made you want to visit?”

“You want to know why?”

“I’ve told you before: it was curiosity. I wanted to understand your relationship with the Franciscan, with whom I’d had dealings, especially after what happened to him. Do you remember our meeting at Fontainebleau, in the cemetery, by that fresh grave? We were both so emotional that we didn’t share what was truly on our minds.”

“Yes, madame.”

“As soon as I left you, I regretted that. Ever since, I’ve wanted to know the truth. You know Madame de Longueville and I are almost always together, don’t you?”

“I didn’t know that,” Aramis replied, with polite discretion.

The duchess went on, “I remembered that neither of us mentioned our ties to the Franciscan at the cemetery. You said nothing about your connection to him—the one whose burial you oversaw—and I didn’t mention mine. It seemed unworthy of friends as old as we are. That’s what brought me here today—to share some information I’ve learned, and to assure you that Marie Michon, though gone, has left behind someone who remembers the past.”

Aramis bowed over the duchess’s hand and kissed it.

“It must have been quite a struggle for you to find me again,” he said.

“Yes,” she replied, her irritation evident as the conversation followed Aramis’s intended direction. “But I knew you were a friend of M. Fouquet, so I tried that path.”

“A friend? Oh!” the chevalier exclaimed. “I can hardly claim so close a relationship. I’m simply a humble priest, lucky to have found a generous protector, and my heart is full of gratitude and devotion for M. Fouquet.”

“He made you a bishop?”

“Yes, duchess.”

“A rather generous retirement for such a dashing musketeer.”

“Yes, much as the political world suits you,” Aramis thought to himself.

“And so,” he continued, “you asked about me at M. Fouquet’s?”

“That was the easy part. You had accompanied him to Fontainebleau and were said to be on your way to your diocese, which I thought was Belle-Ile-en-Mer.”

“No, madame,” Aramis corrected gently. “My diocese is Vannes.”

“That’s what I meant. I just assumed Belle-Ile-en-Mer—”

“Is just one of M. Fouquet’s properties, nothing more.”

“Ah!

I had heard that Belle-Isle was fortified, and I also know your military reputation.”

“I left all that behind when I entered the Church,” Aramis answered, with a faint note of annoyance. “Anyway, I learned that you had returned from Vannes. So I reached out to one of our friends, M. le Comte de la Fère, who is the soul of discretion, to see if he could help me. Unfortunately, he replied that he didn’t know your address.”

“So like Athos,” the bishop thought. “Good men never change.”

“You know I can’t show my face here openly, with the queen mother always seeming to hold something against me.”

“Yes, indeed. That surprises me.”

“There are many reasons for it. But to continue, since I had to keep a low profile, I was lucky enough to run into M. d’Artagnan, who was one of your old friends, wasn’t he?”

“He still is, duchess.”

“He helped me and sent me to M. Baisemeaux, the governor of the Bastille.”

Aramis stirred at this, a brief flash of worry in his eyes, which his perceptive friend caught. “M. de Baisemeaux!” he said. “Why did D’Artagnan send you to him?”

“I don’t know.”

“What could that mean?” the bishop wondered, summoning all his skill to remain serious. “D’Artagnan said that M. de Baisemeaux owes you a great deal.”

“That’s true.”

“And one can find a creditor’s address as easily as a debtor’s.”

“Indeed, and so Baisemeaux sent you—”

“To Saint-Mandé, where I sent you my letter.”

“Which I have in my hand, and I prize it, for it brought you here.” The duchess, relieved at having made it through such a delicate explanation, relaxed a little, though Aramis still found it difficult.

“We were talking about your visit to M. Baisemeaux, I believe?”

“No,” she replied with a laugh, “we’ve gone even farther than that.”

“If so, perhaps we’re onto your quarrel with the queen mother.”

“Even farther,” she said, shaking her head. “We were talking about the connection—”

“Between you and the Franciscan,” Aramis eagerly cut in. “I’m listening.”

“It’s quite simple,” the duchess said. “You know I’m living in Brussels with M. de Laicques?”

“I’ve heard so.”

“You also know my children have taken everything from me.”

“How dreadful, dear duchess.”

“Absolutely dreadful. I was forced to find some way to earn a living—anything but simply wither away—and so I had to rekindle old resentments and dust off past friendships; I had neither credit nor protectors left.”

“You, who have protected so many,” Aramis said softly. “It’s always that way, chevalier.”

“Well, at present, I’m often with the King of Spain.”

“Ah!”

“He has just appointed a new general of the Jesuits, as usual.”

“Is that really the custom?”

“You didn’t know?”

“I’m afraid I wasn’t paying attention.”

“You should—especially since you were so close to the Franciscan.”

“You mean the Jesuits’ general?”

“Yes. So, I have met with the King of Spain, who wanted to help me but couldn’t. However, he did recommend me in Flanders, for myself and for Laicques, and he gave me a pension from the order’s funds.”

“From the Jesuits?”

“Yes. The general—the Franciscan—was sent to me. To qualify for the pension, I had to be deemed useful to the order, according to its rules. Are you aware of that custom?”

“No, I didn’t know that,” Aramis replied. Madame de Chevreuse paused to glance at Aramis, but by then, they were shrouded in darkness.

“Well, those are the rules,” she went on. “I had to appear valuable, so I offered to travel for the order. My name was then included among affiliated travelers. It was only a formality that qualified me for the pension, but it was very convenient.”

“Good heavens, duchess! What you’re telling me is hard to bear. You—reduced to a Jesuit pension?”

“No, chevalier! From Spain.”

“Except for matters of conscience, it’s almost the same.”

“No, not at all.”

“But with your considerable fortune, surely something must be left—”

“Dampierre is all that remains.”

“And that’s still significant.”

“Yes, but Dampierre is encumbered, mortgaged, nearly falling apart—just like its owner.”

“And can the queen mother know all this and not shed a tear?” Aramis asked, his sharp gaze meeting only shadow.

“Yes, she’s forgotten everything.”

“You tried to regain her favor?”

“Yes, but oddly, the new king seemed to inherit his father’s dislike for me. I suppose I must be a woman to be hated, no longer one to be loved.”

“Dear duchess, let us return to the subject of your visit; perhaps we can help each other.”

“That’s just what I was thinking. I came to Fontainebleau for two reasons. First, the Franciscan—you knew him. By the way, how did you come to know him? I’ve told you my story; I’m waiting on yours.”

“I met him quite simply, duchess. We studied theology together at Parma, and became very close. From time to time, business, travel, or war separated us.

“You knew, of course, that he was the Jesuit general?”

“I suspected it.”

“But what extraordinary luck brought you to the hotel when the affiliated travelers met?”

“Oh!” Aramis replied, calmly, “it was just by chance. I was passing through Fontainebleau to meet M. Fouquet, hoping for an audience with the king, when I happened to see the dying monk on the road and recognized him at once. The rest you know—he died in my arms.”

“Yes, but he left you such immense power that you now issue orders like a king.”

“He certainly entrusted me with a few duties.”

“And regarding me?”

“I’ve already said—a sum of twelve thousand livres was to be paid to you.”

“I thought I gave you the signature needed to collect it. Didn’t you get the money?”

“Oh, yes, yes. You give your orders so mysteriously and with such authority that many believe you succeeded the late chief.”

Aramis flushed with impatience, but the duchess continued, “I got my information from the king of Spain, who cleared up some of my doubts. Every Jesuit general is appointed by him and must be a Spaniard, according to the statutes. You are neither a Spaniard nor nominated by the king of Spain.”

Aramis didn’t answer her directly, simply saying, “You see, duchess, how mistaken you were, since the king told you so.”

“Yes, my dear Aramis, but there’s something else I’ve been considering.”

“What is that?”

“You know quite a lot, and it struck me that you speak Spanish very well.”

“Every Frenchman who fought in the Fronde knows Spanish.”

“You’ve lived in Flanders?”

“Three years.”

“And in Madrid?”

“Fifteen months.”

“Then you could become a Spanish citizen any time.”

“Really?” Aramis said with feigned innocence.

“Absolutely. Two years’ residence and fluency in the language is all that’s needed. You have more than four years—twice over.”

“What are you driving at, duchess?”

“At this: I am on very good terms with the King of Spain.”

“And I am not in his bad books,” Aramis thought to himself.

“Shall I ask the king,” the duchess continued, “to grant you the Franciscan’s succession?”

“Oh, duchess!”

“Maybe you already have it?” she said.

“No, I swear I do not.”

“Then I can help you get it.”

“Why haven’t you offered the same help to M. de Laicques, duchess? He’s a gifted man, and you love him.”

“Yes, I do; but whatever happens to Laicques, will you accept?”

“No, thank you, duchess.”

She hesitated. “He is named,” she thought, then said aloud, “If you refuse me like this, it won’t make me feel hopeful for any future requests I might have.”

“Oh! Please, ask away.”

“Ask? I can hardly do so if you don’t have the means to answer me.”

“However limited my resources, I encourage you to ask.”

“I need money to restore Dampierre.”

“Ah!” Aramis replied coolly. “Money? How much do you need?”

“Oh, a rather large sum.”

“That’s unfortunate—surely you know I’m not rich.”

“No, but the order is. And if you were the general—”

“You know I’m not the general, surely.”

“If not, then you must have a friend who is wealthy—M. Fouquet.”

“M. Fouquet! He’s nearly ruined, madame.”

“I had heard as much, but I didn’t believe it.”

“Why, duchess?”

“Because I—or rather, Laicques—have certain letters from Cardinal Mazarin showing some strange accounts.”

“What accounts?”

“They’re about large sums of money borrowed and spent. I don’t remember the details, but they prove, according to Mazarin’s signed letters, that the superintendent took thirteen million francs from the state treasury. It’s serious.”

Aramis clenched his hands in distress. “Is it possible,” he said, “that you have such letters and never showed them to M. Fouquet?”

“Fouquet?”

“Oh!” the duchess replied, “Such trifles I keep for the right moment. One day they might come in handy, and they are still safely locked away.”

“And that day has now come?” Aramis asked.

“Yes.”

“So you plan to show them to M. Fouquet?”

“I’d rather discuss them with you.”

“You must be in desperate need, my poor friend, to consider this—especially you, who once scorned M. de Mazarin’s style.”

“The truth is, I need the money.”

“And resorting to this must distress you,” Aramis went on, his tone cold. “It is cruel.”

“Oh!

“If I wanted to harm instead of help,” Madame de Chevreuse began, “instead of asking the general or M. Fouquet for the five hundred thousand francs I need, I—”

“Five hundred thousand francs!”

“Yes, exactly that. Do you think it’s too much? I need at least that to restore Dampierre.”

“Yes, madame.”

“So instead of seeking this sum, I could have gone to my old friend the queen mother. The letters from her late husband, Signor Mazarini, would open the door, and I could just say, ‘Madame, I would gladly host you at Dampierre. Let me get it ready for your visit.’”

Aramis stayed silent, lost in his thoughts.

“Well?” she asked, “What are you thinking?”

“I’m making a few additions,” Aramis replied.

“And M. Fouquet’s subtractions. Meanwhile, I’ll tackle multiplication. We are all such good calculators! How well we might get along!”

“May I have a moment to think?” Aramis asked.

“No,” the duchess replied. “For people like us, only ‘yes’ or ‘no’ will do—and immediately.”

“It’s a trap,” the bishop thought. “Anne of Austria would never permit such a woman at court.”

“Well?” the duchess pressed.

“Well, madame, I would be surprised if M. Fouquet had five hundred thousand francs available just now.”

“Then there’s nothing more to say,” the duchess answered. “Dampierre will have to be restored as best it can.”

“Oh! I trust your situation isn’t so desperate.”

“No, I’m never desperate.”

“And the queen,” the bishop continued, “will surely help, where the superintendent cannot?”

“Oh, certainly. But tell me, would it be better if I spoke to M. Fouquet directly about these letters?”

“Ah, duchess, you should do exactly as you think best.” M. Fouquet either feels guilty or he doesn’t; if he does, he’s too proud to admit it. If he doesn’t, he’d be very offended by your threat.”

“As always, your reasoning is perfect,” the duchess replied, rising.

“So, you plan to report M. Fouquet to the queen?” Aramis asked.

“‘Report’—what an ugly word. I would not ‘denounce’ my friend. You know politics too well to think these matters can’t be managed. I will only oppose M. Fouquet, nothing more. In factional struggles, any weapon will do.”

“Indeed.”

“And once the queen mother and I are reconciled, I may become a dangerous enemy for some.”

“You are free to prove it, duchess.”

“A freedom I certainly mean to use.”

“You realize, I hope, that M. Fouquet is on very good terms with the king of Spain?”

“I know.”

“In that event, if you attack M. Fouquet, he will retaliate. After all, he’s within his rights, is he not?”

“Oh, certainly.”

“And with such strong ties to Spain, he could use that against you.”

“You mean, of course, his alliance with the Jesuit general, my dear Aramis.”

“Perhaps.”

“That would put my pension in danger.”

“I’m afraid so.”

“Well, I’ll just have to manage. After Richelieu, after the Fronde, after exile, what does Madame de Chevreuse have left to fear?”

“And your pension is forty-eight thousand francs.”

“Alas!”

“I know.”

“And in politics, one’s enemies’ friends always suffer the consequences.”

“Ah! Then poor Laicques will be caught up in it.”

“I’m afraid so, duchess.”

“Oh, but he only gets twelve thousand francs.”

“Yes, but the king of Spain still has influence; with M. Fouquet’s advice, he could easily have M. Laicques imprisoned for a while.”

“I’m not especially worried, my friend. Once I’m reconciled with Anne of Austria, I can promise you France would demand Laicques’s release.”

“True.”

“Then you’ll have a new worry.”

“What could that be?” the duchess said, feigning surprise.

“You must realize that when someone joins the order, leaving isn’t easy. The secrets learned by each member can be dangerous, and may bring trouble to anyone who reveals them.”

She fell silent, considering his words for a moment, then replied, “That sounds serious. I’ll think on it.”

Despite the tension, Aramis sensed his friend’s wary alertness, as if a red-hot iron had brushed his heart. “Let’s review,” he said, determined to stay careful as he discreetly slid his hand toward the dagger hidden in his clothing.

“Yes, let’s review; short accounts make for long friendships.”

“So, the loss of your pension—”

“Forty-eight thousand francs, plus Laicques’s twelve equals sixty thousand, yes?”

“Exactly. I wanted to see what you would consider a fair equivalent.”

“Five hundred thousand francs, which I mean to get from the queen.”

“Or, what you might not get.”

“I have a way to get it,” the duchess insisted, and her slip caught the chevalier’s attention. From that moment, as her vulnerability showed, he sensed he was in control, while she became less so.

“Suppose you do get the money,” he continued. “You’ll still end up losing twice as much, since your pension would be one hundred thousand francs over a decade instead of sixty thousand.”

“Not really, because I’ll only lose that income for as long as M. Fouquet stays in power—which I think will be two months.”

“Ah!” Aramis replied. “I appreciate




Chapter XLI: Wherein May Be Seen that a Bargain Which Cannot Be Made with One Person Can Be Carried Out with Another

Aramis was completely correct in his assumption; no sooner had Madame de Chevreuse left the house on Place Baudoyer than she hurried home. She was likely wary of being followed and hoped that by taking this route she could shake off any potential pursuers. Yet, as soon as she entered her hotel and made sure no one was trailing her, she opened the garden door leading to a different street and rushed toward Rue Croix des Petits-Champs, where M. Colbert lived.

Night had fallen, and it was particularly dark. Paris, once again, was calm, cloaking both the upper-class duchess involved in her political intrigues and the ordinary citizen’s wife, who, after lingering over a late supper in the city, was now making her way home arm in arm with her lover, choosing the shortest route. Madame de Chevreuse was no stranger to the nocturnal intrigues of politics; she knew well that a minister would never refuse an audience to a young and beautiful woman who preferred the discretion of his private residence over the dust and noise of a public office, nor to older women seasoned by experience who wished to avoid the prying ears of officials.

A valet received the duchess under the peristyle, though his manner was rather indifferent. After a brief look at her face, he implied that it was hardly appropriate for someone of her age to disturb Monsieur Colbert’s important affairs so late.

Madame de Chevreuse, showing no sign of annoyance, wrote her name on a leaf of her tablet—a name that had often sounded unpleasantly in the ears of Louis XIII and the great cardinal. She wrote in the large, uneven script common among the upper classes of the time, then handed it to the valet in silence. Her proud, commanding gesture made it clear to him—a man skilled in reading nuances of demeanor—that he was facing someone of significant standing. He bowed and hurried away to M. Colbert’s office.

The minister could not suppress a startled exclamation as he unfolded the note. The valet, sensing the intrigue around this mysterious visitor, quickly returned to invite the duchess in. She went up the grand staircase of the elegant new house at a measured pace, pausing on the landing to catch her breath before entering the apartment.

Colbert himself held open the folding doors, allowing the duchess to pause at the threshold. She took a moment to study the character of the man she was about to deal with. At first glance, his round, heavy head, thick brows, and unpleasant features—accentuated by a cap resembling a priest’s calotte—suggested to her that negotiations would be simple. They also hinted at a lack of interest in the finer points of their conversation. There was little to suggest that this rough, uncouth man was motivated by refined vengeance or lofty ambition.

Yet, on closer examination, the duchess noticed his small, sharp black eyes, the deep wrinkles in his broad, high forehead, and the subtle twitch of his lips, which bore a hint of coarse humor. This made Madame de Chevreuse reconsider her first impression, and she thought, “I have found the man I need.”

“What brings you here, madame?” he asked. “What is the matter that gives me the honor of your visit?”

“The need I have for you, monsieur,” the duchess replied, “and the need you have for me.”

“I am delighted, madame, by the first part of your statement; but as for the second—”

Madame de Chevreuse sat in the armchair that M. Colbert courteously offered her.

“Monsieur Colbert, you are the intendant of finances, and you want to become superintendent?”

“Madame!”

“Now, now, don’t deny it; that would just make our conversation longer for no reason.”

“Still, madame, as much as I wish to be courteous to a lady of your standing and merit, I must say I have never entertained the idea of taking my superior’s place.”

“I never said anything about replacing, Monsieur Colbert. Could I have accidentally used that word? I don’t think so. The word ‘replace’ is less aggressive in its meaning and more grammatically correct, as M. de Voiture would phrase it. So, I presume you are, in fact, ambitious to replace M.” “Fouquet.”

“Madame, M. Fouquet’s fortune allows him to resist any challenge. In this age, the superintendent is like the Colossus of Rhodes; ships may pass beneath him, but he is unshaken.”

“That is just the analogy I would have chosen. It’s true, M. Fouquet is indeed the Colossus of Rhodes. But, as I recall M. Conrart from the Academy saying, when the Colossus fell from its height, it was a mere merchant who brought it down—a merchant, M. Colbert, who loaded four hundred camels with its spoils. A merchant! And that’s still less than what an intendant of finances would manage.”

“Madame, I assure you, I would never betray M. Fouquet.”

“Very well, Monsieur Colbert. Since you insist on being so delicate with me, as if you were unaware that I am Madame de Chevreuse and not in my first youth, remember you are dealing with a woman who has had political dealings with Cardinal Richelieu and has no time to waste. If you keep playing so cautiously, I’ll go elsewhere to find someone cleverer and more eager to seek their fortune.”

“How would you do that, madame?”

“You’re not impressing me today. I assure you, if, in my youth, a woman had approached M. de Cinq-Mars—who, I must say, was not especially intelligent—and said to him about the cardinal what I just said to you about M. Fouquet, M. de Cinq-Mars would already have been busy acting.”

“No, madame, please, I beg your patience.”

“Well, do you really agree to replace M. Fouquet?”

“Of course—if the king dismisses him.”

“Once again, you say too much; it is clear, if you have not succeeded in getting M. Fouquet removed, it is because you have not been able to. Therefore, I would be a fool to come to you without bringing precisely what you need.”

“I regret having to repeat myself, madame,” Colbert replied, after a pause that let the duchess assess his deceit, “but you must know that for the past six years there have been repeated denunciations against M. Fouquet.”

Fouquet, who still remains unmoved and unaffected by the situation.”

“There’s a time for everything, Monsieur Colbert. The authors of those denunciations were not Madame de Chevreuse—they didn’t have the solid evidence offered by the six letters from M. de Mazarin that prove the offense in question.”

“The offense!”

“The crime, if you’d rather call it that.”

“The crime! Committed by M. Fouquet!”

“Indeed. It’s rather curious, M. Colbert; your face, which was cold and unmoved, now shows the opposite.”

“A crime!”

“I’m glad to see it made an impression on you.”

“It’s only that the word encompasses so much.”

“It covers the position of superintendent of finance for you, and exile—or even the Bastille—for M. Fouquet.”

“Fouquet.”

“Forgive me, Madame la Duchesse, but I find it almost impossible to see M. Fouquet exiled; imprisonment or disgrace would already be serious enough.”

“Oh, I know perfectly well what I am saying,” Madame de Chevreuse replied coolly. “I don’t live so far from Paris to be ignorant of what happens here. The king does not favor M. Fouquet, and he would be happy to sacrifice him if he had the chance.”

“But it would need to be a substantial opportunity.”

“Substantial indeed, and I estimate it at five hundred thousand francs.”

“In what sense?” Colbert asked.

“I mean, monsieur, that this opportunity is in my hands, and I will not pass it to you for less than five hundred thousand francs.”

“I understand you perfectly, madame. But since you are naming your price, I’d like to see the goods you intend to sell.”

“Oh, it’s something small—six letters, as I said, from M. de Mazarin. The autographs will surely be worth the price, since they undeniably prove that M. Fouquet has embezzled large sums from the treasury for his own use.”

“‘Undeniably prove,’ you say?” Colbert replied, his eyes glittering. “Do you mind reading the letters?”

“With pleasure! Copies, of course?”

“Certainly, copies,” answered the duchess, taking out a small bundle of papers pressed against her velvet bodice.

“Read,” she said. Colbert eagerly took up the papers and devoured their contents. “Excellent!” he exclaimed. “The evidence is clear enough, isn’t it?”

“Yes, madame, yes; M. Mazarin must have given the money to M. Fouquet, who probably kept it for his own use. But the point is: what money?”

“Exactly—what money? If we settle on a bargain, I’ll add a seventh letter to these six, which will give you all the details.”

Colbert thought about this.

“And what about the original letters?”

“That’s a pointless question, just like asking you, Monsieur Colbert, whether the bags of money you give me will be full or empty.”

“Very well, madame.”

“Is it settled then?”

“Not quite, as there is one thing we have both overlooked.”

“What is it?”

“M. Fouquet can only be completely ruined, according to the laws you’ve cited, by legal proceedings.”

“Well?”

“A public scandal, for example; but neither the legal action nor the scandal can be initiated against him.”

“Why not?”

“Because he is the procureur-general of parliament. And in France, all public figures—be it in the army, the courts, or commerce—are united by a kind of camaraderie, called esprit de corps. In this case, madame, the parliament will never let its chief be dragged before a public court; and even if he is called by royal order, I promise you, he would never be convicted.”

“Well, Monsieur Colbert, I don’t see how that concerns me.”

“I understand, madame; but it does concern me, so it reduces the value of your offer. What good is proof of a crime to me if I can never get a conviction?”

“Even if only suspected, M. Fouquet will lose his job as superintendent.”

“Is that all?” Colbert exclaimed, his somber face suddenly lit by a spark of hatred and revenge. “Ah!”

“Ah! Monsieur Colbert,” the duchess said, “excuse me, but I didn’t think you were so sensitive. Fine; as you require more than I can give, there’s nothing more to discuss.”

“No, madame, let’s continue; but since the value of your wares has gone down, you must lower your demands.”

“You want to bargain, then?”

“Anyone wanting to negotiate honestly is obliged to do so.”

“How much are you offering?”

“Two hundred thousand francs,” Colbert said. The duchess laughed in his face; then she exclaimed, “Wait, I have another proposal: will you give me three hundred thousand francs?”

“No, no.”

“Well, you can take it or leave it; besides, that’s not everything.”

“There’s more! You’re making things too difficult, madame.”

“Maybe not as much as you think, because it’s not about money.”

“What then?”

“A service; you know I have always cared for the queen, and I want an audience with her majesty.”

“With the queen?”

“Yes, Monsieur Colbert, with the queen, who, I admit, is no longer my friend and hasn’t been for a while, but who might be once again if I have the chance.”

“Her majesty has stopped receiving visitors, madame. She is extremely ill, and perhaps you know her attacks are coming more frequently than before.”

“That’s exactly why I want to see her; in Flanders, there are many remedies for such ills.”

“What, cancers—a terrible, incurable thing?”

“Don’t believe that, Monsieur Colbert. The Flemish peasant is a man of the land, and his lifelong partner is not just his wife but also his fellow worker. While he rests with his pipe, she works tirelessly—pulling water from the well, loading the mule or donkey, and often carrying part of the load herself. She often neglects her own health, suffering rough treatment, and is sometimes abused by her husband, leading to injuries that can cause serious illness.

“True, true,” Colbert replied. “Flemish women don’t seem to die any sooner. When they do fall ill, they seek cures, and the Beguines of Bruges are skilled healers for all sorts of ailments. They have special waters and specific treatments, giving a bottle and a wax candle to the sick. It serves the priests and serves Heaven by selling their goods. I will bring the queen some of this holy water from the Beguines of Bruges; with it, her majesty will recover and burn as many candles as she likes.”

“You see, Monsieur Colbert, denying me access to the queen is almost as serious as regicide.”

“No doubt, madame la duchesse, you are a woman of remarkable abilities, and you amaze me. Still, I must say, I suspect your devotion to the queen is partly for your own interest.”

“I haven’t hidden that, Monsieur Colbert. ‘A little personal interest,’ you said? No, it is a very substantial interest, and I will prove it. If you arrange a private meeting with Her Majesty, I will settle for the three hundred thousand francs I’m asking. If not, I keep my letters—unless, of course, you give me five hundred thousand francs in cash.”

With this decisive statement, the elderly duchess rose, leaving M. Colbert visibly uneasy. Further negotiating was useless; but refusing meant paying far too much for the letters.

“Madame,” he said, “I have the pleasure of handing you a hundred thousand crowns; but how will I get the actual letters?”

“The easiest way, dear Monsieur Colbert: who will you trust?”

The financier chuckled inwardly, his heavy eyebrows fluttering like bat wings over the deep lines of his yellowed forehead. “No one,” he replied. “Surely, you’ll make an exception for yourself, Monsieur Colbert?”

“How so, madame?”

“I mean, if you would be so kind as to accompany me to where the letters are, you could receive them directly, and examine them.”

“That’s true.”

“You would bring the hundred thousand crowns, as I, too, trust no one.”

Colbert blushed to his ears. Like many accomplished men of finance, he had a certain proud honesty. “I will bring, madame,” he said, “two orders for the amount we’ve agreed to, payable from my office. Will that do?”

“If only those orders on your treasury were for two million, monsieur l’intendant!”

“Shall I have the honor of showing you the way, then?”

“Shall I summon my carriage?”

“I have a carriage waiting below, monsieur.”

Colbert coughed, uncertain. For a second, he wondered if the duchess’s offer was a trap—maybe someone was waiting nearby, and the secret she just sold him for a hundred thousand crowns had already been offered to Fouquet at the same price. As he hesitated, the duchess stared at him. “Would you rather use your own carriage?” she asked. “I admit, I do.”

“Do you suspect a trick or trap?”

“Madame la duchesse, you have a reputation for rashness, and I am known for being sober and serious. A prank or joke could ruin me.”

“Ah yes, you’re afraid. So, use your own carriage, with as many servants as you please, but bear in mind what I’m about to say. Whatever we arrange will remain between us; if there is a third party, we might as well declare it to the world. Still, I won’t demand anything; my carriage can follow yours, and I’ll go with you in your own vehicle, even to the queen.”

“To the queen?”

“Have you forgotten? Is it possible that one of the key terms of our agreement, so vital to me, has already slipped your mind? This must seem a trivial matter to you; if I’d known, I’d have asked for twice as much.”

“I’ve thought about it, madame, and I won’t go with you.”

“Really? Why not?”

“Because I trust you completely.”

“You flatter me. But—if I get the hundred thousand crowns?”

“Here they are, madame,” Colbert said, hastily writing out a draft and handing it to the duchess. “You are paid.”

“That’s a clever move, Monsieur Colbert, and I’ll reward you for it,” she said, her laughter ringing out. However, Madame de Chevreuse’s laugh had a sinister edge; a young man, full of hope and love, would rather hear a sob than that joyless sound.

The duchess opened the front of her dress and took out a small parcel of papers from her bosom, which was a little less fair than it once had been. Still laughing, she said, “There, Monsieur Colbert, are the originals of Cardinal Mazarin’s letters; they are yours.” She fixed her dress and added, “Your fortune is secure. Now, take me to the queen.”

“No, madame. If you risk upsetting her majesty again, and it’s known at the Palais Royal that I let you in, the queen would never forgive me. No; I have people at the palace who are loyal to me and can get you in without putting me at risk.”

“As you wish, so long as I get in.”

“What are those women called in Bruges, the healers?”

“Beguines.”

“Good; are you one?”

“If you wish—but I won’t remain one for long.”

“That’s up to you.”

“Excuse me, but I do not want my request refused.”

“That, too, is up to you, madame. I’ll instruct the head valet of the gentleman in waiting on the queen to let in a Beguine who brings a remedy for her majesty’s suffering. You’ll have my letter, have the remedy with you, and give all necessary explanations. I acknowledge knowing a Beguine, but I deny knowing Madame de Chevreuse.”

“Here, madame, is your letter of introduction.”




Chapter XLII: The Skin of the Bear

Colbert handed the duchesse the letter and gently pulled out the chair behind her. Madame de Chevreuse offered a small bow before promptly leaving the room. Colbert, having recognized Mazarin’s handwriting and counted the letters, rang for his secretary. He instructed him to immediately seek out M. Vanel, a counselor of the parliament. The secretary replied that, as was his usual practice, M. Vanel had just stepped into the house to brief the intendant on the key developments from the day’s parliamentary session. Colbert approached one of the lamps, reread the letters from the deceased cardinal, and smiled more than once as he recognized the immense value of the documents Madame de Chevreuse had just delivered. Resting his head in his hands for a moment, he fell into deep thought.

Meanwhile, a tall, loosely-built man entered the room. His thin, angular face, steady gaze, and hooked nose suggested a character both adaptable and resolute—flexible with those in power, yet firm with any challengers to his claims. M. Vanel carried a hefty bundle of papers under his arm and placed it on the desk where Colbert was leaning, his head on his hands.

“Good day, M.” “Vanel,” said Colbert, pulling himself from his thoughts.

“Good day, monsieur,” Vanel replied, naturally.

“You should say ‘monsieur,’ not ‘monseigneur,’” Colbert corrected gently.

“We reserve the title of ‘monseigneur’ for ministers,” Vanel countered with calm assurance. “And you are a minister.”

“Not yet.”

“In practice, you are, and I’ll call you ‘monseigneur’ accordingly. Besides, you are a seigneur to me, and that’s enough. If you prefer I not use the title in front of others, at least allow me to do so privately.”

Colbert lifted his gaze, trying to discern the sincerity behind Vanel’s words. Yet the counselor was skilled at maintaining a neutral expression, even under the weight of the title he had used. Colbert sighed, realizing he couldn’t read anything from Vanel’s face. The man might truly believe in his own devotion, but Colbert couldn’t shake the feeling that, despite being his inferior in all other respects, Vanel held a certain power over him simply because he had a wife.

As Vanel considered the man’s misfortune, he coolly retrieved a perfumed letter from his pocket, sealed with Spanish wax, and handed it to Colbert. “A letter from my wife, monseigneur,” he said.

Colbert coughed, took the letter, opened it, and read its contents before carefully tucking it away in his pocket. Meanwhile, Vanel casually flipped through the papers he’d brought, maintaining an air of indifference.

“Vanel,” Colbert suddenly addressed his protégé, “I know you’re a diligent worker; would twelve hours of daily labor intimidate you?”

“I work fifteen hours every day.”

“Impossible. A counselor need only work three hours a day in parliament.”

“Oh! I’m compiling some returns for a friend in the accounts department, and since I still have spare time, I’m also studying Hebrew.”

“Your reputation in parliament is quite esteemed, Vanel.”

“I believe so, monseigneur.”

“You mustn’t allow yourself to grow complacent in your role as counselor.”

“What must I do to prevent that?”

“Acquire a higher position. Mediocre ambitions are the hardest to satisfy.”

“Small purses are the most challenging to fill, monseigneur.”

“What position do you have in mind?” Colbert asked. “I see none—not a single one.”

“There is one, certainly, but one would need to be nearly the king himself to purchase




Chapter XLIII: An Interview with the Queen-Mother

The queen-mother sat in a bedroom at the Palais Royal, accompanied by Madame de Motteville and Senora Molina. King Louis, eagerly awaited all day, had still not appeared. The queen, growing increasingly impatient, had sent several inquiries for him. A tense mood hung over the court, suggesting an impending storm; courtiers and ladies alike avoided each other in the antechambers and corridors to keep away from compromising conversations. Monsieur had joined the king early that morning for a hunting trip, while Madame remained in her rooms, cold and distant toward everyone.

After saying her prayers in Latin, the queen-mother spoke privately with her two friends in fluent Castilian. Madame de Motteville, who understood the language perfectly, responded in French. When the three ladies had exhausted every polite and subtle way to discuss how the king’s behavior was causing pain and frustration for both the queen and the queen-mother, they resorted to the most guarded and elegant phrases to express their dislike for Mademoiselle de la Vallière. The queen-mother ended her tirade with a phrase that revealed her thoughts and character.

“Estos hijos!” she said to Molina, which means “These children!”—words dense with meaning when spoken by a mother, and carrying heavy significance when uttered by a queen like Anne of Austria, who kept many secrets within her soul.

“Yes,” answered Molina, “children, children! For whom every mother becomes a sacrifice.”

“Yes,” the queen echoed. “A mother sacrifices everything, indeed.” She did not finish, for as her gaze shifted to the portrait of the pale Louis XIII., she fancied she saw a flicker of life in her husband’s usually lifeless eyes, and his nostrils seemed to flare with restrained anger. The portrait looked nearly alive—not speaking, but threatening nonetheless. A deep silence followed the queen’s last words. La Molina began sifting through ribbons and laces on a large worktable.

Madame de Motteville, surprised by the silent understanding passing between the confidant and her mistress, lowered her gaze discreetly. Pretending not to notice, she listened closely to every word. All she heard, however, was a vague “hum” from the Spanish duenna, the picture of caution, and a deep sigh from the queen. Immediately, she looked up.

“You’re in pain?” she asked.

“No, Motteville, not at all; why do you think that?”

“Your Majesty nearly groaned just now.”

“You’re right; I did sigh, that’s true.”

“Monsieur Valot isn’t far; I think he’s in Madame’s rooms.”

“Why is he with Madame?”

“Madame is troubled by nervous attacks.”

“A rather impressive complaint, indeed! There’s little good in M. Valot being here; a very different physician would quickly cure Madame.”

Madame de Motteville looked up, her surprise clear. “Another doctor instead of M. Valot? Whom do you mean?”

“Occupation, Motteville, occupation. If anyone here is truly ill, it is my poor daughter.”

“And your majesty as well.”

“Less so tonight, though.”

“Don’t be too sure of that, madame,” De Motteville cautioned. At that moment, a sharp, sudden pain seized the queen, draining the color from her face as she collapsed back into her chair, showing all the signs of a sudden faint. Molina rushed to a richly gilded tortoise-shell cabinet and brought out a large rock-crystal bottle of smelling salts. She held it to the queen’s nose, and the queen breathed it in desperately for a few moments before murmuring,

“It is hastening my death—but may Heaven’s will be done!”

“Your majesty’s death is not so near,” Molina reassured her, putting the smelling-bottle away.

“Do you feel better now?” Madame de Motteville asked gently.

“Much better,” the queen replied, putting a finger to her lips to silence her favorite.

“It’s very strange,” Madame de Motteville remarked after a pause.

“What is strange?” the queen asked.

“Does Your Majesty remember when this pain first struck you?”

“I recall only that it was a very sad day for me, Motteville.”

“But Your Majesty didn’t always think of that day as a sorrowful one.”

“Why not?”

“Because twenty-three years ago, on that very day, His Majesty, your own glorious son, was born at the same hour.”

The queen gasped, burying her face in her hands, so overcome that she was left silent for several moments. Whether from memories overwhelming her, deep reflection, or pain, it was unclear. La Molina shot a glance at Madame de Motteville, one of bitter reproach. The poor woman, unsure what it meant, was about to ask for an explanation when, suddenly, Anne of Austria stood up and said, “Yes, the 5th of September; my sorrow began on the 5th of September. One day brought the greatest joy, the next brought the deepest grief—the grief,” she added, “the bitter price of a joy too great to bear.”

From then on, Anne of Austria, her memory and reason seeming lost, became unreadable, her eyes blank, her thoughts wandering, her hands limp at her sides, as if life itself had nearly left her.

“We must put her to bed,” La Molina said.

“Soon, Molina.”

“Let’s leave the queen alone,” the Spanish attendant suggested. Madame de Motteville stood, her tears streaming onto the queen’s pale face. Sensing this display, Molina fixed her sharp black eyes upon her.

“Yes, yes,” the queen said. “Leave us, Motteville; go.”

The word “us” jarred Madame de Motteville, hinting that secrets or past revelations were about to be shared, and that someone was de trop—unwanted—in what would come next.

“Will Molina be enough for your majesty tonight?” the Frenchwoman asked.

“Yes,” replied the queen. Madame de Motteville bowed formally and was about to leave when, unexpectedly, an older female attendant, dressed as if from the Spanish court of 1620, entered and caught the queen in tears.

“The remedy!” she announced, approaching the group with urgent enthusiasm.

“What remedy?” Anne of Austria asked, curiosity piqued.

“For your majesty’s suffering,” the attendant replied.

“Who brings it?” Madame de Motteville asked eagerly. “Monsieur Valot?”

“No; a lady from Flanders.”

“From Flanders?”

“Is she Spanish?” the queen inquired.

“I don’t know,” the attendant answered.

“Who sent her?”

“M. Colbert.”

“What is her name?”

“She didn’t give one.”

“What is her position?”

“She will answer that herself.”

“Who is she?”

“She is masked.”

“Go, Molina; go and see!” the queen ordered.

“It is unnecessary,” a voice called out, firm yet gentle, from behind the tapestry. The sound startled the attendants and made the queen tremble. At that moment, a masked woman appeared through the curtains. Before the queen could speak, the woman said, “I am of the Beguines of Bruges, and I bring the remedy that will surely cure your majesty’s illness.”

Silence filled the room, and the Beguine stood motionless.

“Speak,” the queen ordered.

“I will, when we are alone,” the woman replied. Anne of Austria looked at her attendants, who left at once. The Beguine then approached, bowing deeply before the queen. Anne looked at her with growing suspicion, while the Beguine fixed her bright eyes on the queen through the mask.

“The queen of France must be very ill,” Anne of Austria remarked, “if word has reached the Beguines of Bruges that she needs healing.”

“Your majesty is not beyond cure.”

“But how do you know I am suffering?”

“Your majesty has friends in Flanders.”

“Then, if those friends sent you, name them.”

“Impossible, madame, for your majesty’s heart has not prompted your memory.”

Anne of Austria looked up, trying to fathom the mystery of the mask and her companion’s ambiguous words, spoken with such familiarity. Suddenly, angry that curiosity was pricking her pride, she said, “You may not know that royal personages are not addressed by masked strangers.”

“Forgive me, madame,” the Beguine said humbly.

“I cannot excuse you.”

“Perhaps I could be forgiven if I took off my mask.”

“I have vowed, madame, to help all who suffer, without ever letting them see my face. I could offer comfort for both body and mind; but since your majesty forbids it, I will leave. Goodbye, madame, goodbye!”

Her words were gentle and respectful enough to disarm some of the queen’s anger and suspicion, though not her curiosity.

“You are right,” the queen replied. “Those in pain should not refuse Heaven’s help. Speak, then; may you indeed be able, as you promise, to help my body—”

“Let us discuss the mind first, if you agree,” the Beguine interrupted. “The mind, which surely must be suffering as well.”

“My mind?”

“There are cancers so subtle their presence is unnoticed. Such cancers, madame, leave the skin ivory-white and the flesh unblemished. The physician listens to the patient’s chest but hears nothing, even as the relentless disease eats away beneath. Blood still flows strongly. No knife has ever cut out—and rarely even slowed—these deadly scourges. They live in the mind, which they corrupt, eating away at the heart until it breaks.

Such, madame, are the cancers that afflict queens; are you free from them?”

Anne slowly lifted her arm, its whiteness and graceful shape recalling her youth.

“The evils you mention,” she replied, “are burdens of those in high office, to whom Heaven has given intellect. When these burdens become unbearable, Heaven gives relief through penance and confession. So we can set down our loads, along with our secrets. But do not forget that the same merciful Heaven grants the strength to endure these trials; and I have found the strength to bear mine. For others’ secrets, Heaven’s silence is enough; for my own, my confessor’s silence is sufficient.”

“You are as brave as ever, madame, meeting your enemies without fear,” she observed.

“And what of confidence in your friends?”

“Queens have no friends. If you have nothing more to say—if you take yourself for a prophetess—leave me. I fear what is to come.”

“I would have thought,” the Beguine said calmly, “that you had more to dread from the past.”

At these words, the queen stood up, full of pride.

“Speak,” she commanded sharply. “Explain yourself, quickly and completely—or else—”

“Please do not threaten me, your majesty,” the Beguine answered gently. “I came to you with sympathy and respect. I come on behalf of a friend.”

“Prove it! Comfort me, do not provoke me.”

“That can be easily done, and you’ll see who truly cares for you. In all these past twenty-three years, what misfortune has truly struck you—”

“Grave misfortunes, certainly. Did I not lose the king?”

“I don’t mean that sort of misfortune. I ask if, since the king’s birth, any friend’s carelessness ever caused you even the slightest pain or worry?”

“I don’t understand you,” the queen replied, clenching her teeth to hide her agitation.

“Then I will explain. Your Majesty remembers the king was born on September 5, 1638, at a quarter past eleven.”

“Yes,” the queen answered, her voice unsteady.

“At half-past twelve,” the Beguine went on, “the dauphin, baptized by Monseigneur de Meaux in the king’s and your presence, was declared the heir to France. The king then went to the chapel at the old Château de Saint-Germain to hear the Te Deum sung.”

“Quite true, quite true,” the queen murmured.

“Your Majesty’s confinement was attended by Monsieur, His Majesty’s late uncle, the princes, and the court ladies. The king’s physician, Bouvard, and Honore, the surgeon, waited in the antechamber; you slept from three o’clock to seven, I believe.”

“Yes, yes; but you tell me nothing anyone else could not know as well as you and I.” “Madame, I approach something known to very few.”

Very few indeed—only two. Once there were five who knew, but in time the secret has been kept safe by the deaths of those most concerned. The late king now lies with his ancestors; Perronnette, the midwife, soon followed; Laporte is nearly forgotten.

The queen started to reply, but beneath her cold hand, which half-covered her face, she felt beads of sweat on her brow.

“It was eight o’clock,” the Beguine went on. “The king was at supper, filled with joy and happiness. Around him, shouts of celebration, and toasts rose. The people cheered below the balconies, while the Swiss guards, musketeers, and royal guards paraded in triumph with the city’s drunken students. Those noisy celebrations disturbed the dauphin, the future king of France, who lay peacefully in Madame de Hausac’s arms. As he looked around, he might have noticed two crowns at his cradle. Suddenly, your majesty cried out, and Dame Perronnette rushed to your bedside.

The doctors were dining in another room, some distance away. The palace, long neglected because of unrest, lacked guards. The midwife, after checking on your majesty, gasped in surprise. Distressed, she held you in her arms and, almost out of her senses, sent Laporte to tell the king that her majesty wished to see him.

Laporte, as you know, madame, was a man of remarkable composure. He approached the king not as a bearer of alarming news—not to spread the fear he felt; in truth, the news was not grave. Cheerfully, Laporte went to the king’s table and said, “Sire, the queen is very happy and would be happier still if your majesty visited her.”

That day, Louis XIII would have given his crown to the poorest beggar for a simple “God bless you.” Happily, light-heartedly, the king rose and addressed those present, in a voice Henry IV. himself might have used—“Gentlemen, I am going to see my wife.” He entered your rooms, madame, as Dame Perronnette handed him a second prince, as healthy and beautiful as the first, saying, “Sire, Heaven will not let France pass to a female line.” The king, reacting instantly, took the child in his arms and cried, “Oh, Heaven, I thank Thee!”

Here, the Beguine paused, seeing the queen’s deep suffering. The queen had slumped back into her chair, her head bowed, eyes vacant, listening but not hearing; her lips moved—perhaps in prayer or in curses against the woman before her.

“Ah! I can’t believe, just because there could only be one dauphin in France,” cried the Beguine, “that the queen let that child waste away, banished from his parents. She was not a heartless mother for that. Oh, no; some living still have seen her lavish the most passionate kisses on that innocent, as payment for the misery and darkness that state policy forced on the twin brother of Louis XIV.”

“Oh! Heaven!” muttered the queen faintly.

“It is also known,” the Beguine continued quickly, “that when the king realized the result of having two sons, the same age and both potential heirs, he trembled for France and the state’s safety. We all know Cardinal Richelieu, directed by Louis XIII, pondered this problem deeply. After an hour in the king’s cabinet, he said, ‘One prince is peace and safety for the state; two rivals mean civil war and anarchy.’”

The queen abruptly stood, pale as death, her hands clenched.

“You know too much,” she said in a choked, heavy voice, “since you speak of state secrets.

As for the friends you got this from, they are traitors and liars. You, too, are part of the crime being committed. Take off your mask, or I’ll have you seized by my captain of the guards. Don’t think your knowledge can threaten me! You have this secret; now you must give it back. It will never leave your hands, for neither this secret nor your life belongs to you from this moment.”

Anne of Austria, making her threat clear with a firm movement, stepped closer to the Beguine.

“Learn,” the latter said, “to value the faithfulness, honor, and secrecy of the friends you have left behind.” Then, suddenly, she removed her mask.

“Madame de Chevreuse!” the queen exclaimed. “You alone still hold this secret.”

“Ah!” murmured Anne of Austria. “Come and embrace me, duchess. Alas! You hurt your friend by playing with such cruel sorrow.”

The queen pressed her head to the old duchess’s shoulder and burst into a torrent of bitter tears.

“How young you still are!” the duchess said in a hollow voice. “You can still weep!”




Chapter XLIV: Two Friends

The queen fixed her gaze on Madame de Chevreuse and said, “I believe you just referred to me as ‘happy.’ Until now, duchess, I thought it impossible for anyone to be more miserable than the queen of France.”

“Your troubles, madam, have indeed been severe. Still, alongside the deep misfortunes we, as old friends, were just discussing—kept apart by the malice of others—you have pleasures, however small, that the world envies.”

“What are they?” Anne of Austria replied, bitterness in her voice. “What could possibly make you use the word ‘pleasure,’ duchess—especially when you have just said that my body and mind desperately need healing?”

Madame de Chevreuse paused to gather her thoughts before murmuring, “How far removed kings are from ordinary people!”

“What do you mean?” the queen asked.

“I mean they are so distant from common folk that they forget others struggle for even the basic necessities of life. They are like someone living in the African mountains, looking down from a rich tableland refreshed by melted snow, unable to imagine that those down in the dry plains below suffer hunger and thirst in the burning desert.”

The queen flushed, beginning to perceive the meaning behind her friend’s words.

“It was very wrong,” she said, “to have neglected you.”

“Oh, madam, I know the king has inherited the resentment his father felt toward me. He would exile me if he knew I was at the Palais Royal.”

“I can’t say the king is fond of you, duchess,” the queen replied, “but I could—discreetly, of course—”

The duchess’s disdainful smile made the queen uneasy.

“Duchess,” she quickly added, “you did absolutely right to come here, if only to give us the pleasure of disproving the rumors of your death.”

“Is it rumored that I am dead?”

“Everywhere.”

“And yet my children did not go into mourning.”

“Ah! You know, duchess, the court moves about so much; we rarely see M. Albert de Luynes, and many things are forgotten amid our constant distractions.”

“Your majesty should not have believed the report of my death.”

“Why not?”

“Alas! We are all mortal, and you can see how quickly I, your younger sister, am approaching the grave.”

“If your majesty believed me dead, you should have been surprised not to receive the official notice.”

“Death often takes us by surprise, duchess.”

“Oh, your majesty, those haunted by secrets like the ones we just discussed feel a strong need to share them. They must get rid of that burden before they die. Among many things prepared for their last journey, putting their papers in order is essential.”

The queen flinched.

“Your majesty will certainly find out, in a particular way, when I die.”

“How so?”

“Because the next day, you will receive, carefully wrapped, everything relating to our secret correspondence from the past.”

“You didn’t burn them?” Anne exclaimed, alarmed.

“Only traitors destroy royal correspondence,” the duchess replied.

“Traitors, you say?”

“Yes, indeed. Or rather, they pretend to destroy it, but really keep or sell it.”

Loyal friends, on the other hand, always safeguard such treasures, for a day may come when they must go to their queen and say: “Madam, I am growing old; my health is failing. As I face death, I fear this secret may come to light. Take this paper, which holds danger for you, and do not trust anyone else to destroy it for you.”

“What paper do you mean?”

“As for me, I possess only one, but it is truly dangerous.”

“Oh, duchess, please tell me what it is.”

“A letter, dated Tuesday, August 2, 1644, in which you ask me to go to Noisy-le-Sec to see that unfortunate child. In your own handwriting, madam, you wrote the words: ‘that unfortunate child!’”

A heavy silence fell between them; the queen’s thoughts wandered to the past while Madame de Chevreuse observed the effect of her plan.

“Yes, unfortunate, most unfortunate!” murmured Anne of Austria. “How sad the life he lived, poor child, only for it to end in such a cruel way.”




Chapter XLV: How Jean de La Fontaine Came to Write His First Tale

All these intrigues have run their course; the human mind, with its endless complexities, has had its chance to flourish within the three frameworks our story has provided. It’s quite possible that in the future we are now shaping, more questions of politics and intrigue will arise. But the forces behind them will be so cleverly hidden that all anyone will see are flowers and paintings—like a theater where a giant strides across the stage, brought to life by the small arms and legs of a hidden child beneath.

Now, let us return to Saint-Mande, where the superintendent often entertained his select circle of connoisseurs. Recently, however, the host had faced nothing but trouble.

Everyone in the house was keenly aware of the minister’s distress. No gathering had ever been as grand or as extravagantly reckless as this one. Money served as the excuse put forward by Fouquet, but as Gourville remarked, it was a flimsy pretense; not even a trace of money was to be found. M. Vatel was working tirelessly to preserve the household’s reputation, yet the gardeners supplying the kitchens grumbled about the costly delays. The agents for Spanish wine sent drafts that remained unpaid; fishermen employed by the superintendent along the Normandy coast calculated that if they were ever paid, they could retire for life. The fish—later associated with Vatel’s tragic death—never arrived at all.

On ordinary reception days, Fouquet’s friends gathered in even greater numbers than usual. Gourville and the Abbe Fouquet were engaged in a deep conversation about finances—specifically, the abbe was borrowing a few pistoles from Gourville. Meanwhile, Pelisson sat with crossed legs, diligently revising the conclusion of a speech Fouquet would deliver in parliament. This speech was a true masterpiece, written by Pelisson, who included clever remarks Fouquet would never have thought of on his own.

Soon, Loret and La Fontaine would arrive from the garden, deep in debate about poetry. The painters and musicians lingered nearby, already drawn toward the dining room. As the clock approached eight, supper would be announced; the superintendent never kept his guests waiting. With the time now past half-past seven, the guests’ appetites were becoming unmistakably obvious.

As soon as all the guests had gathered, Gourville went over to Pelisson, roused him from his thoughts, and led him to the center of the room before closing the doors. “Well,” he asked, “any news?”

Pelisson lifted his thoughtful and gentle face and said, “I’ve borrowed twenty-five thousand francs from my aunt, and I have it here—all in good, hard coin.”

“Excellent,” Gourville responded. “We only need one hundred and ninety-five thousand livres for the first payment.”

“The payment for what?” La Fontaine asked, quite absent-minded.

“What! You’re as forgetful as ever! You were the one who told us that the little property at Corbeli would soon be sold by one of M. Fouquet’s creditors. You also suggested that all his friends should pool their resources. In fact, you even said you’d sell a part of your house at Château-Thierry to pay your share, and now you ask—‘The payment for what?’”

This observation drew peals of laughter, making La Fontaine blush.

“I beg your pardon,” he said. “I hadn’t forgotten—oh, no! It’s just—”

“Just that you remember nothing about it,” Loret cut in. “Precisely. There’s a big difference between forgetting and simply not remembering.”

“Well then,” Pelisson continued, “are you giving your share as the proceeds from the land you sold?”

“Sold? No!”

“You didn’t sell the field?” Gourville asked, surprised at the poet’s usual generosity.

“My wife wouldn’t let me,” the poet replied, which caused another round of laughter.

“And yet you went to Chateau-Thierry for that reason,” someone noted.

“Of course I did, and I rode there on horseback.”

“Poor fellow!”

“I had eight horses, and was nearly thrown off with every jolt.”

“You’re quite the trooper! Did you get some rest once you arrived?”

“Rest? Naturally! There was a mountain of work waiting for me.”

“How so?”

“My wife had been flirting with the man I meant to sell the land to. He backed out, so I challenged him.”

“So, did you fight?”

“It appears not.”

“You’re not sure?”

“No, my wife and her family intervened. I stood there for fifteen minutes with my sword drawn, but thankfully, I wasn’t hurt.”

“And your opponent?”

“Oh!

“He wasn’t hurt either; he never set foot on the field.”

“Brilliant!” the others cried. “You must have been furious.”

“Absolutely furious. I caught a chill, came home, and then my wife started a fight with me.”

“Seriously?”

“Yes, seriously. She threw a loaf of bread at my head—an enormous one.”

“And what did you do?”

“Oh! I turned the table over on her and her guests. Then I got back on my horse and here I am.”

It was hard for everyone to keep a straight face at this absurd heroics, and as the laughter faded, one of the guests turned to La Fontaine and asked, “Is that all you brought back?”

“Oh, no! I have a brilliant idea in my head.”

“What is it?”

“Do you notice how much light verse there is in France?”

“Yes, of course,” they all answered.

“And,” continued La Fontaine, “only a tiny bit of it ever gets published.”

“The laws are strict, you know.”

“That may be, but rare things are precious. That’s why I’ve written a short poem—very free and bold, extremely risqué in style.”

“Really?”

“Yes,” the poet said, pretending not to care. “And I’ve used the boldest language I dared.”

Again, the company broke into laughter at the poet’s confession. “And,” he added, “I’ve tried to do better than Boccaccio, Aretin, and the other greats of this genre.”

“I can already see what will happen to it,” said Pelisson. “It will be censored and seized.”

“Do you really think so?” asked La Fontaine, genuinely interested.

“I assure you, I did not write it for my sake alone, but for M. Fouquet’s.”

This charming ending sparked laughter all around.

“And I’ve already sold the first edition of this little book for eight hundred livres!” La Fontaine cried, rubbing his hands. “Serious and religious books usually fetch just half that.”

“It would have been wiser,” Gourville remarked, “to write two religious books instead.”

“That would have taken too much time and would never have been so amusing,” La Fontaine answered calmly. “My eight hundred livres are in this little bag, and I’d like to offer them as my contribution.”

With that, he placed his offering in the hands of the group’s treasurer. Next came Loret, with a hundred and fifty livres, and then the others, each one eager to give his share. The total soon reached forty thousand livres. They were still counting the money when the superintendent quietly entered the room. He had heard everything. This man, who had once held millions, who had tasted all life’s pleasures and honors, now stood before them with tears in his eyes.

He ran his fingers through the gold and silver coins. “A humble offering,” he said softly, emotion in his voice. “It may disappear into the smallest corner of my empty purse, but it has more than filled what will never be exhausted—my heart.”

“Thank you, my friends—thank you.” Unable to embrace them all, though every eye was damp despite their philosophical outlook, he hugged La Fontaine tightly. “Poor fellow! So my misfortune has caused you trouble with your wife and scolding from your confessor.”

“Oh, it’s nothing,” the poet said with a wave of his hand. “If only my creditors can wait a couple of years, I’ll write a hundred more tales. With two editions each, that should settle my debt.”




Chapter XLVI: La Fontaine as a Negotiator

Fouquet grasped La Fontaine’s hand warmly. “My dear poet, write those hundred tales—not just for the eighty pistoles each you’ll earn, but to enrich our language with a hundred new masterpieces.”

“Oh!” La Fontaine replied, his voice tinged with pride. “Don’t think I’ve come with only this idea and the eighty pistoles for the superintendent.”

“Oh, indeed!” came the enthusiastic chorus from across the room. “M. de la Fontaine is flush with funds today.”

“Exactly,” said La Fontaine.

“Quick, quick!” urged the assembly.

“Careful,” Pelisson whispered in La Fontaine’s ear. “You’ve had remarkable success so far; don’t push your luck.”

“Not at all, Monsieur Pelisson. With your discerning taste, you’ll be the first to appreciate what I’ve accomplished.”

“But let’s not forget, we’re talking about millions,” Gourville reminded them.

“I have one million five hundred thousand francs right here,” La Fontaine declared, thumping his chest.

“Confound this Gascon from Château-Thierry!” Loret exclaimed.

“It’s not your pocket you need to tap, but your mind,” Fouquet advised.

“Wait a moment, monsieur le surintendant,” La Fontaine urged. “You’re not just a procureur général—you’re also a poet.”

“True, true!” exclaimed Loret, Conrart, and everyone else present who had ties to literature.

“You are, I repeat, a poet and a painter, a sculptor, a friend of the arts and sciences; but you must admit, you’re no lawyer.”

“Oh, I won’t deny it,” M. Fouquet replied with a smile.

“If you were nominated to the Academy, I believe you’d decline it.”

“I would indeed, with all due respect for the academicians.”

“Very well; if you don’t wish to be part of the Academy, why do you let yourself be part of the parliament?”

“Oh!” Pelisson interjected, “now we’re getting into politics.”

“I simply want to know if the barrister’s gown suits M. Fouquet or not.”

“There’s no question of the gown at all,” Pelisson retorted, clearly annoyed by the laughter in the room.

“On the contrary, it’s all about the gown,” Loret replied.

“Take away the gown from the procureur-general,” Conrart interjected, “and we have only M. Fouquet, of whom we have no complaints. However, since he can’t be procureur-general without his gown, we side with M. de la Fontaine and declare the gown nothing but a mere apparition.”

“Fugiunt risus leporesque,” Loret quoted.

“The smiles and the graces,” someone else chimed in.

“That’s not how I’d translate lepores,” Pelisson said gravely.

“How would you translate it?” La Fontaine asked.

“In this case, the hares flee the moment they see M. Fouquet.” This remark drew a burst of laughter—even the superintendent laughed heartily.

“But why hares?” Conrart objected, clearly irritated.

“Because the hare is the very animal who wouldn’t want to see M. Fouquet basking in all the trappings of his parliamentary power.”

“Oh! oh!” murmured the poets.

“Quo non ascendam,” Conrart remarked, “seems impossible to me when one is fortunate enough to wear the gown of the procureur-general.”

“On the contrary, to me it seems impossible without that gown,” replied the stubborn Pelisson. “What do you think, Gourville?”

“I think the gown is quite valuable,” Gourville replied, “but I also judge that a million and a half is better than the gown.”

“And I agree with Gourville,” said Fouquet, effectively ending the debate with his authority.

“A million and a half,” Pelisson reflected, “reminds me of an Indian fable—”

“Tell it to me,” La Fontaine interrupted. “I ought to know it too.”

“Go on, go on,” said the others.

“There was a tortoise, well protected by its shell,” Pelisson began. “Whenever danger was near, it withdrew into its safe home. One day, someone said to it, ‘Surely it must get quite hot in that house during the summer, and how can you show off your beauty? There’s a snake here who will give you a million and a half for your shell.’”

“Very good!” the superintendent laughed.

“And what happened then?” La Fontaine asked, more interested in the story than its lesson.

“The tortoise sold its shell and was left exposed and defenseless.”

A vulture saw him and, hungry, struck the tortoise’s back with its beak, devouring him whole. The lesson is clear: M. Fouquet must take care to guard his gown.

La Fontaine took this moral to heart.

“You forget Aeschylus,” he said to his opponent.

“What do you mean?” came the reply.

“Aeschylus was bald, and a vulture—perhaps your vulture—fond of tortoises, mistook his head for a stone from afar and dropped a tortoise, still in its shell, right onto it.”

“Yes, yes, La Fontaine is right,” Fouquet interjected, deep in thought. “Whenever a vulture wants to eat a tortoise, he knows how to break the shell. But how fortunate the tortoise whose shell is bought for a fortune by a snake! If someone brought me a generous-hearted snake like the one in your fable, Pelisson, I’d gladly trade my shell for it.”

“Rara avis in terris!” Conrart exclaimed.

“And like a black swan, isn’t it?” La Fontaine added. “Well then, the bird in question, black and rare, has already been found.”

“Are you saying you’ve found a buyer for my post of procureur général?” Fouquet exclaimed.

“I have, monsieur.”

“But the superintendent never said he wanted to sell,” Pelisson pointed out.

“I beg your pardon,” Conrart said, “but you yourself mentioned it, even—”

“Yes, I can confirm that,” Gourville added.

“He’s quite attached to his clever idea,” Fouquet laughed. “Well then, La Fontaine, who is the buyer?”

“A perfect blackbird; he’s a counselor in parliament—a fine fellow.”

“What’s his name?”

“Vanel.”

“Vanel!” Fouquet exclaimed. “Vanel, the husband of—”

“Exactly, her husband; yes, monsieur.”

“Poor fellow!” Fouquet said with sincere worry.

“He wishes to be everything you have been, monsieur,” Gourville remarked, “and do all that you have done.”

“That’s interesting; tell us more, La Fontaine.”

“It’s simple. I see him from time to time, and not long ago, I met him walking at Place de la Bastille, just as I was about to take a carriage to Saint-Mandé.”

“He must have been watching his wife,” Loret suggested.

“Oh, not at all!” La Fontaine replied. “He isn’t the jealous type. He came up to me, embraced me, and took me to the inn called L’Image Saint-Fiacre, where he poured out his troubles.”

“He has troubles, then?”

“Yes; his wife is pushing him to be ambitious.”

“Well, what did he tell you?”

“That someone mentioned a parliament position to him, that M. Fouquet’s name came up, and now Madame Vanel longs to be called madame la procureur-générale. She dreams of it so obsessively it makes her ill if she doesn’t dream of it at night.”

“Good heavens!”

“Poor woman!” Fouquet said. “Wait a minute.”

Conrart is always telling me that I don’t know how to handle business; just watch how I managed this.”

“Well, go on.”

“I said to Vanel, ‘I suppose you know the value of a position like M. Fouquet’s is no small thing.’

‘How much do you think it’s worth?’ he asked.

‘M. Fouquet, I know, has refused seventeen hundred thousand francs.’

‘My wife,’ Vanel replied, ‘valued it at about fourteen hundred thousand.’

‘In cash?’ I asked.

‘Yes; she sold property in Guienne and has already received the payment.’”

“That’s a considerable sum to have at once,” said Abbe Fouquet, who had been silent until now. “Poor Madame Vanel!” murmured Fouquet.

Pelisson shrugged and leaned in, whispering to Fouquet, “That woman is a perfect devil.”

“Maybe, but it will be a pleasure to use such a devil’s money to fix what an angel has done to me.”

Pelisson looked at Fouquet, surprised, as Fouquet’s thoughts moved to something new.

“Well!” La Fontaine interjected, “what about my negotiation?”

“Admirable, my dear poet.”

“Yes,” Gourville added, “but some are eager for the steed and lack even enough for the bridle.”

“And Vanel would withdraw his offer if he’s held to it,” Abbe Fouquet added.

“I don’t believe that,” La Fontaine replied. “Why do you say so?”

“Because you haven’t heard the denouement of my story yet.”

“If there’s a denouement, why do you keep going in circles?”

“Semper ad eventum. Is that right?” Fouquet said, taking on a nobleman’s tone in addressing the less learned. The Latinists present burst into enthusiastic applause.

“My denouement,” La Fontaine cried, “is that Vanel, that persistent blackbird, knowing I was coming to Saint-Mandé, begged me to bring him and, if possible, introduce him to M. Fouquet.”

“So that—”

“So that he is here; I left him at Bel-Air. Now, M. Fouquet, what’s your answer?”

“Well, it would be inconsiderate to Madame Vanel for her husband to risk catching cold outside my house. Go fetch him, La Fontaine, since you know where he is.”

“I will go myself.”

“And I will go with you,” said Abbe Fouquet. “I’ll carry the money bags.”

“No joking,” Fouquet replied seriously. “Let’s keep this business serious, if we’re to proceed. But first, let’s be civil. Please bring my apologies to M. Vanel; tell him I’m very sorry I kept him waiting—I didn’t know he was here.”

La Fontaine left at once, fortunately accompanied by Gourville. The poet, deep in thought, might have wandered off course alone, but he hurried into the village of Saint-Mandé. In about fifteen minutes, M. Vanel was brought into the superintendent’s office, already described at the start of this story. When Fouquet saw him, he called Pelisson over and whispered quickly, “Listen: pack all my silver and gold plate, and every kind of jewel, into the carriage. Use the black horses. The jeweler will go with you, and supper will wait for Madame de Belliere.”

“Should we tell Madame de Belliere about this?” Pelisson asked.

“No, it’s not needed; I’ll take care of it myself. Now, off with you, my friend.”

Pelisson left, unsure what Fouquet meant but, trusting him as every true friend would, swallowed any doubts. That’s the strength of such people; only lesser men are plagued by doubts. Vanel bowed deeply to the superintendent and began a speech.

“Please, don’t trouble yourself, monsieur,” Fouquet said politely. “I understand you want to buy a post that I hold. What offer will you make?”

“It is for you, monseigneur, to set the figure you’ll accept.”

“I’m aware that offers to buy it have been made already.”

“Madame Vanel, I’ve been told, values it at fourteen hundred thousand livres.”

“That’s all we have.”

“Do you have the money with you?”

“I don’t have it with me,” Vanel said, nearly overwhelmed by the composed and dignified manner of the man before him. He expected arguments, problems, all sorts of obstacles.

“When could you bring it?”

“Whenever you wish, monseigneur,” he said, now fearing Fouquet was only mocking him.

“If it weren’t for the trouble of returning to Paris, I’d say immediately; but let’s meet for payment and signatures at six o’clock tomorrow morning.”

“Very well,” Vanel answered, his manner as cold as ice, utterly confused.

“Farewell, Monsieur Vanel. My regards to Madame Vanel,” Fouquet said rising. Vanel, feeling his head spin with surprise at his success, turned to the superintendent and asked seriously, “Will you give me your word on this matter, monseigneur?”

Fouquet turned back, replying, “Pardieu, and will you give me yours, monsieur?”

Vanel hesitated, trembling, then extended his hand uncertainly. Fouquet opened his own, extending it formally. For a moment, this loyal hand rested in Vanel’s most hypocritical grip, and he squeezed it, trying to convince himself of the deal. Fouquet gently withdrew his hand, repeating, “Adieu.” Vanel hurried out, rushed through the vestibule, and made his escape as quickly as possible.




Chapter XLVII: Madame de Belliere’s Plate and Diamonds

Fouquet had barely dismissed Vanel when he fell into a deep reverie. “A man can never do too much for a woman he once loved. Marguerite wants to be a procureur-general’s wife—why not grant her this happiness? Now that my conscience is clean and my name beyond reproach, I can turn my mind to the one who has always shown me such devoted affection.”

With this, he turned to the secret door, murmuring, “Madame de Belliere should be here any moment.”

After locking himself in, he opened the underground passage and hurried to the means of communication between the house at Vincennes and his own residence. He had neglected to alert his friend to his presence by ringing the bell, confident she would be punctual for their meeting. And she was already waiting. The sound the superintendent made as he approached caught her attention; she hastily picked up the letter he had slipped under the door, which simply read, “Come, marquise; we are waiting for you at supper.”

Her heart full of happiness, Madame de Belliere rushed to her carriage on the Avenue de Vincennes




Chapter XLVIII: M. de Mazarin’s Receipt

Fouquet would have exclaimed with delight upon seeing another friend arrive, but the cold air and Aramis’s averted gaze quickly dampened his enthusiasm. “Are you going to join us for dessert?” he asked. “Though I suspect you might be put off by the ruckus our lively companions are making.”

“Monseigneur,” Aramis replied respectfully, “I must first apologize for intruding on this joyful gathering. Then, I would like to request a moment of your time to discuss some business matters, whenever it suits you.”

The mention of “business” caught the attention of several of the guests. Fouquet stood up, saying, “Business first, Monsieur d’Herblay; we’re much too happy to allow such matters to disrupt the end of our meal.”

As he spoke, he took Madame de Belliere’s hand, noting the unease in her expression, and led her to an adjoining salon, after recommending her to the most sensible of his guests. Then, taking Aramis by the arm, he led him toward his study. Once inside, Aramis cast aside his respectful manner and let himself drop into a chair. “Guess whom I saw this evening?” he said.

“My dear chevalier, whenever you begin like that, I brace myself for bad news.”

“Well, this time you’re right, my dear friend,” Aramis replied. “Don’t keep me in suspense,” Fouquet urged, his tone calm yet curious.

“Well, then, I saw Madame de Chevreuse.”

“The old duchess, you mean?”

“Yes.”

“Her ghost, perhaps?”

“No, no; the old she-wolf herself.”

“Without teeth?”

“Perhaps, but certainly not without claws.”

“Well! What harm could she intend against me? I’m no miser with women who aren’t prudes. That’s a quality always respected, even by those who no longer expect love.”

“Madame de Chevreuse knows quite well that you’re not stingy, especially since she’s hoping to get some money from you.”

“Really! Under what pretext?”

“Oh, there are always plenty of pretexts with her.”

“Let me explain: it seems the duchesse has quite a few letters from M. de Mazarin.”

“I’m not surprised; the prelate was known for his charm.”

“True, but these letters have nothing to do with his romantic pursuits. They supposedly concern financial matters instead.”

“Then they must be less interesting.”

“Don’t you understand what I’m getting at?”

“Not in the least.”

“Have you never heard of a prosecution for embezzlement—or rather, the misappropriation of public funds?”

“Yes, countless times. Ever since I started in public affairs, it seems that’s all I hear about. It’s just like your situation: as a bishop, you’re accused of impiety; as a musketeer, of cowardice. Ministers of finance are always accused of embezzling public funds.”

“Exactly—but let’s consider a specific case, for the duchesse claims that M. de Mazarin references particular instances.”

“What are they?”

“Something about thirteen million francs, the exact details of which would be very hard for you to explain.”

“Thirteen million!” exclaimed the superintendent, stretching out in his chair to better gaze at the ceiling.

“Thirteen million—I’m trying to recall just how many millions I’ve been accused of stealing.”

“Don’t laugh, my dear monsieur; this is actually very serious. The duchesse certainly has some letters, and they must be just as she says, since she offered to sell them to me for five hundred thousand francs.”

“Oh! One could create quite a scandal for that kind of money,” Fouquet replied, a grin appearing on his face. “Ah! Now I see what you mean,” he added, breaking into hearty laughter. “Well, that’s a relief,” Aramis said, looking a little more at ease.

“I remember the story of those thirteen million now. Yes, I remember them quite well.”

“I’m glad to hear it. Please, tell me the story.”

“Well, one day, Signor Mazarin—may he rest in peace—made a profit of thirteen million from a land concession in the Valtelline. He erased the amount in the registry of receipts, sent them to me, and then asked me to advance them for his war expenses.”

“Very well; so there’s no doubt about their intended use.”

“Indeed, but the cardinal told me to invest them in my own name and gave me a receipt.”

“You have the receipt?”

“Of course,” Fouquet replied, rising from his chair and walking over to his large ebony bureau, decorated with mother-of-pearl and gold. “What I admire most about you,” Aramis said, smiling with satisfaction, “is your memory, above all, then your composure, and finally the perfect order that organizes your administration. You, of all people, who are naturally a poet.”

“Yes,” Fouquet agreed, “I keep order out of sheer laziness, to spare myself the trouble of searching for things. I know that Mazarin’s receipt is in the third drawer under M. I simply open the drawer and my hand lands on the exact paper I need. Even in the dark, I could find it.”

With confident hands, he began sorting through the papers in the open drawer. “Also,” he continued, “I can picture the paper as if I were looking at it right now: it’s thick, a little crumpled, with gilt edges. Mazarin even made a blot on the date.”

“Ah!” he exclaimed, “the paper knows we’re talking about it, and that we want it so much, so it hides away.”

As the superintendent peered into the drawer, Aramis rose from his seat. “This is quite odd,” said Fouquet. “Your memory must be playing tricks on you, my dear monseigneur; try another drawer.”

Fouquet pulled out a bundle of papers and sorted through them again, his face growing pale. “Don’t just look in that drawer,” Aramis urged. “Check elsewhere.”

“It’s pointless; I’ve never been wrong. No one but me arranges these papers; no one else ever opens this drawer, which, I might add, only I know the secret to.”

“What do you think, then?” Aramis asked, visibly anxious. “That Mazarin’s receipt has been stolen from me? Madame de Chevreuse was right, chevalier; I have misappropriated public funds, I’ve robbed the state coffers of thirteen million livres; I’m a thief, Monsieur d’Herblay.”

“Now, now, don’t get worked up—try not to get too upset.”

“And why not, chevalier? Isn’t this a reason to be upset?”

“If legal proceedings are properly carried out and a judgment rendered, your friend the superintendent will soon join Montfaucon, his colleague Enguerrand de Marigny, and his predecessor, Semblancay.”

“Oh!” Aramis replied with a smile, “not so fast.”

“And why not? What do you think Madame de Chevreuse has done with those letters? You didn’t buy them from her, I assume?”

“No, immediately after. I’m sure she went and sold them to M. Colbert.”

“Well?”

“I said I was sure; I could have said certain. I had her followed, and after leaving me, she went home, snuck out a back door, and headed straight to the intendant’s house on Rue Croix des Petits-Champs.”

“So proceedings will begin. Scandal and disgrace will follow, and it will all fall on me like a bolt from the blue—blind and merciless.”

Aramis moved closer to Fouquet, who was trembling in his chair beside the open drawers. He placed a gentle hand on Fouquet’s shoulder and spoke softly, “Remember, M. Fouquet’s situation isn’t the same as Semblancay’s or Marigny’s.”

“And why not, for heaven’s sake?”

“Because in those cases, action was already decided, completed, and the sentence carried out; in your case, the outcome isn’t certain yet.”

“Another blow—why not?”

“A peculator is, in every case, a criminal.”

“Criminals who know how to find a safe haven are never truly in danger.”

“What! You want me to run? To flee?”

“No, that’s not it. You forget that all such proceedings start in parliament, initiated by the procureur-general—and you are the procureur-general. You see, unless you want to prosecute yourself—”

“Oh!” cried Fouquet, suddenly slamming his fist on the table. “Wait! What?

“What’s the matter?”

“I’m not procureur-general anymore.”

At this answer, Aramis turned pale as death. He clasped his hands tightly together, his wild, haunted look almost frightening Fouquet. “You’re not procureur-general anymore, you say?” he repeated, each word marked by disbelief.

“No.”

“Since when?”

“Within the last four or five hours.”

“Careful,” Aramis interrupted coldly. “I doubt you’re thinking clearly, my friend. Please, focus.”

“I’m telling you,” Fouquet insisted, “just a short time ago, someone was brought to me by my friends and offered me fourteen hundred thousand francs for the position, and I sold it.”

Aramis looked as if he’d been struck by lightning. The intelligent, mocking look on his face faded into profound gloom and terror, affecting the superintendent more deeply than any words could. “You needed money, then?” he finally asked.

“Yes; to settle a debt of honor.” In a few quick sentences, he explained Madame de Belliere’s generosity and why he thought it was right to repay her. “Yes,” Aramis replied, “that is indeed a noble gesture. What did it cost?”

“Exactly fourteen hundred thousand francs—the price of my office.”

“You agreed to that so lightly? Oh, reckless man!”

“I haven’t received the money yet, but I will tomorrow.”

“So it’s not finalized yet?”

“It has to be; I’ve already given the goldsmith an order for noon tomorrow, into which the buyer’s money will be placed by six or seven.”

“Heaven be praised!” Aramis exclaimed, clapping his hands together. “Nothing’s finalized yet if you haven’t been paid.”

“But the goldsmith—”

“You’ll get the fourteen hundred thousand francs from me at a quarter to twelve.”

“Wait; I’m supposed to sign at six o’clock this morning.”

“I’ll tell you that you don’t sign.”

“I’ve given my word, chevalier.”

“If you gave it, you’ll take it back—that’s all.”

“Can I possibly believe what I’m hearing?” cried Fouquet, incredulously. “Fouquet retract his word once it’s pledged!”

Aramis matched the minister’s stern gaze with barely restrained anger. “Monsieur,” he said, “surely I’ve earned my reputation as a man of honor? As a soldier, I’ve risked my life a hundred times; as a priest, I’ve given even greater service to both the state and my friends. The value of a promise depends on the man who makes it. While he intends to keep it, it’s pure, fine gold; but once he’s no longer determined to do so, it’s a double-edged sword.”

With that statement, he defends himself as if brandishing an honorable weapon, for when he breaks his word, he risks more than his life—he faces a danger far greater than any potential gain his opponent might get. In cases like this, monsieur, he appeals to Heaven and to justice.”

Fouquet lowered his head as he replied, “I am only a simple man, a true Breton at heart; I admire and fear your intellect. I don’t claim I keep my word purely out of noble sentiment; I do so, if you like, from habit, routine, pride—call it what you will. Yet, common folk are simple enough to respect this custom; it’s my only virtue—allow me to keep its honor.”

“And so you’re determined to sign away the only position that could protect you from your enemies.”

“Yes, I will sign.”

“You’ll bind your own hands and feet, for a misplaced sense of honor that even the strictest moralists would reject?”

“I will sign,” Fouquet repeated. Aramis sighed deeply, looking around with the instinctive gesture of a man wanting to smash something out of frustration. “We have one option left,” he said, “and I hope you’ll let me try it.”

“Of course, if it is loyal and honorable; as everything you suggest always is.”

“I can think of nothing more honorable than persuading your buyer to give up the deal. Is he a friend of yours?”

“Yes, but—”

“But! If you let me handle it, there’s hope.”

“Oh!

“You’ll have complete freedom to do as you like.”

“Whom are you negotiating with? What sort of man is he?”

“I’m not sure if you know the parliament.”

“Most of its members. Perhaps one of the presidents?”

“No, just a counselor named Vanel.”

Aramis flushed deeply. “Vanel!” he exclaimed, jumping up from his seat. “Vanel! The husband of Marguerite Vanel?”

“Exactly.”

“Your former mistress?”

“Yes, my friend; she’s eager to become the wife of the procureur-general. I certainly owe poor Vanel that small favor, and it’s to my advantage too, since I can also please his wife.”

Aramis walked directly to Fouquet and grasped his hand.

“Do you know,” he said quietly, “the name of Madame Vanel’s new lover?”

“Ah! She has a new lover, then? I hadn’t heard of that; no, I don’t know who he is.”

“His name is M. Jean-Baptiste Colbert; he’s the intendant of finances. He lives on Rue Croix des Petits-Champs, where Madame de Chevreuse has gone this evening to deliver Mazarin’s letters, which she plans to sell.”

“Good heavens!” murmured Fouquet, wiping sweat from his brow. “You’re starting to see it, aren’t you?”

“That I’m completely lost? Yes.”

“Do you still think it’s worth being so meticulous about keeping your word?”

“Yes,” said Fouquet. “These stubborn people always manage things so stubbornly that you almost have to admire them,” Aramis muttered.

Fouquet extended his hand, and just then, a lavishly decorated tortoiseshell clock, supported by golden figures, struck six on the console table opposite the fireplace. A door creaked open in the vestibule, and Gourville appeared at the cabinet door to ask if Fouquet would receive M. Vanel. Fouquet looked away from Aramis and instructed that M. Vanel be shown in.

# Chapter XLIX: Monsieur Colbert’s Rough Draft

Vanel, who entered at that moment in the conversation, served as the full stop that completes a phrase for Aramis and Fouquet. However, for Vanel, Aramis’s presence in Fouquet’s cabinet had a different significance. As he stepped into the room, he paused, taking in the delicate yet determined features of the Bishop of Vannes. His initial look of surprise quickly shifted to one of keen scrutiny.

Fouquet, a consummate politician and master of self-control, had already managed to erase any traces of the emotion stirred by Aramis’s revelation. No longer was he a man crushed by misfortune, driven to desperate measures; he stood tall, his head held high, and gestured for Vanel to enter. In that instant, he was not just a man in distress but the first minister of the state, commanding his own palace.

Aramis was well acquainted with the superintendent; the sensitivity of his heart and the lofty nature of his intellect no longer surprised him. For the moment, he chose to watch and listen, intending to rejoin the conversation later. Vanel, visibly flustered, stepped into the center of the room, bowing to everyone present.

“I am here,” he announced.

“You are punctual, Monsieur Vanel,” Fouquet replied.

“In matters of business, monseigneur,” Vanel responded, “I consider punctuality a virtue.”

“Indeed, monsieur.”

“I beg your pardon,” Aramis interrupted, gesturing toward Vanel while addressing Fouquet. “This is the gentleman, I believe, who has come regarding the purchase of your office?”

“Yes, that’s correct,” Vanel said, taken aback by the proud tone of Aramis’s question. “But how should I address you, who do me the honor—”

“Call me monseigneur,” Aramis replied curtly.

Vanel bowed. “Gentlemen, let’s set aside these formalities and get to the heart of the matter.”

“Monseigneur, I see that I am at your service,” Vanel said.

“On the contrary, I am the one waiting,” replied Fouquet. “May I ask for what reason, monseigneur?”

“I thought you might have something to say.”

“Oh,” Vanel thought to himself, “he’s reconsidering, and I’m ruined.” But gathering his courage, he pressed on. “No, monseigneur, nothing at all beyond what I told you yesterday, and I’m ready to repeat it now.”

“Come now, speak frankly, Monsieur Vanel. Isn’t this business rather burdensome for you?”

“Certainly, monseigneur; fourteen hundred thousand francs is a significant sum.”

“So significant, indeed,” Fouquet said, “that I have been considering—”

“You’ve been considering, you say, monseigneur?” Vanel exclaimed, anxiety creeping into his voice. “Yes; that perhaps you’re not yet in a position to make the purchase.”

“Oh, monseigneur!”

“Do not worry on that account, Monsieur Vanel; I won’t hold you accountable for a failure to fulfill your word, which may simply stem from inability.”

“Oh, yes, monseigneur, you would blame me, and rightly so,” Vanel replied. “A man must either be reckless or a fool to make commitments he cannot honor; I have always believed that an agreement is as good as fulfilled.”

Fouquet flushed, while Aramis let out an impatient “Hum!” “You would be mistaken to cling to such notions, monsieur,” the superintendent said. “A man’s mind is fickle, often swayed by understandable impulses, which can sometimes be quite reasonable; a man may want something one day and regret it the next.”

Vanel felt a cold sweat run down his face. “Monseigneur!” he muttered.

Aramis, pleased to see the superintendent engage in the debate with such clarity and precision, leaned against the marble top of a console table, idly toying with a small gold knife that had a malachite handle. Fouquet took his time to respond, pausing for a moment before saying, “Come, my dear Monsieur Vanel, let me explain my situation.” Vanel began to tremble. “Yesterday, I intended to sell—”

“Monseigneur did more than intend; he actually sold.”

“Well, that may be true, but today I ask you to release the promise I made to you.”

“I accepted your *promise* as a satisfactory assurance that it would be honored.”

“I understand that, and that’s why I now implore you—do you understand? I implore you to return it to me.”

Fouquet suddenly fell silent. The phrase “I implore you,” which he didn’t fully grasp the weight of at first, seemed to choke him as he spoke it. Meanwhile, Aramis, still fiddling with his knife, fixed an intense gaze on Vanel, as if trying to see into the depths of his soul.

Vanel bowed deeply and said, “I am truly honored, monseigneur, that you would consult me on a business matter that is already settled; however—”

“Please, don’t say *however*, dear Monsieur Vanel.”

“Alas! monseigneur, you see,” he continued, opening a large pocketbook, “I have brought the full amount with me. Here, monseigneur, is the contract of sale for a property belonging to my wife. The order is authentic in every detail, all necessary signatures are in place, and it is made payable at sight; it is, in fact, ready money. In short, the entire affair is complete.”

“My dear Monsieur Vanel, there is no business matter in this world, no matter how significant, that cannot be postponed to accommodate a man who might become a devoted friend through such kindness.”

“Certainly,” Vanel replied, somewhat awkwardly. “And that friend would be even more deserving, Monsieur Vanel, given the considerable value of the service he has received. So, what do you propose?”

“What do you decide?”

Vanel maintained a perfect silence. Meanwhile, Aramis continued to observe him closely. Vanel’s narrow face, deeply sunken eyes, and arched eyebrows revealed to the Bishop of Vannes a character marked by greed and ambition. Aramis’s strategy was to counter one passion with another. Noticing that M. Fouquet appeared defeated—morally subdued—he stepped in to offer fresh support, equipped with new arguments.

“Excuse me, Monseigneur,” he said, “but you forgot to point out to M. Vanel that his interests are directly opposed to this renunciation of the sale.”

Vanel stared at the bishop in astonishment; he had hardly expected to find an ally in him. Fouquet also paused to listen intently. “Do you not see,” Aramis continued, “that M. Vanel, in order to secure your office, has had to sell a property belonging to his wife? That is no small matter. One cannot move, as he has done, fourteen or fifteen hundred thousand francs without heavy losses and great inconvenience.”

“Absolutely true,” Vanel replied, his secret laid bare by Aramis’s perceptive gaze. “Such inconveniences come with considerable expense and require careful calculation. When it comes to financial matters, expenses are usually the first thing one considers.”

“Yes, yes,” Fouquet said, beginning to grasp Aramis’s intent.

Vanel remained perfectly silent; he, too, understood. Aramis noted his cold demeanor and silence. “Very good,” he thought to himself, “you’re waiting to see the amount. But don’t worry; I’ll offer you such a shower of crowns that you’ll have no choice but to give in immediately.”

“We should offer M. Vanel a hundred thousand crowns right away,” said Fouquet, overtaken by his generous instincts. It was a substantial amount—one that even a prince would find satisfying.

At that time, a hundred thousand crowns was the dowry of a king’s daughter. Yet Vanel remained unmoved. “What a perfect rascal!” thought the bishop. “We must offer five hundred thousand francs at once.” He signaled to Fouquet to proceed.

“You appear to have spent even more than that, dear Monsieur Vanel,” the superintendent remarked. “The cost of ready money is exorbitant. You must have made quite a sacrifice in selling your wife’s property.”

"What could I have been thinking? I should have offered to sign you an order for five hundred thousand francs; even then, I would feel deeply indebted to you

# Chapter L: In Which the Author Thinks It Is High Time to Return to the Vicomte de Bragelonne

Our readers will have noticed that this story unfolds the adventures of both the new and the past generations side by side. In the former, one can see the reflection of the glory of earlier years and the lessons learned from the hardships of life. In the latter, there is a sense of peace that settles in the heart, along with the healing of scars that were once deep and painful wounds.

In this tale, we explore the conflicts of love and vanity, the sharp disappointments and ineffable delights of life—not just memories. If the reader finds a variety of experiences in the different episodes, it reflects the many shades of color on this dual canvas, where two images coexist, blending and harmonizing their stark and pleasing tones. The calm emotions of one scene contrast beautifully with the passionate feelings of the other. After discussions with the wise, one often craves the lightheartedness of youth. So, if the threads of our story seem loosely woven between this chapter and the last, we do not intend to dwell on it any more than Ruysdael did when painting an autumn sky after a spring landscape. We now return to Raoul de Bragelonne’s story, picking up where our last scene left off.

In a state of frenzy and dismay—almost without power or will—he fled quickly from La Valliere’s chamber. The strange exclusion, Louise’s tears, Montalais’s terror, and the king’s anger all hinted at some looming misfortune. But what could it be? He had come from London, warned of a danger, and almost immediately upon his arrival, that danger had become clear. For a lover, that should have been enough. Yet, for a pure and upright heart like Raoul’s, it was not. Still, he did not seek answers in the places where more jealous or less timid lovers would have looked.

He didn’t go straight to his beloved and ask, “Louise, is it true that you no longer love me? Is it true that you love someone else?” Though filled with courage and friendship, as well as love, Raoul was a man of his word and trusted others implicitly. He thought to himself, “Guiche wrote to warn me; he knows something. I’ll go ask him what he knows and share what I’ve seen.” The journey wasn’t long. Guiche, recently brought from Fontainebleau to Paris, was starting to recover from his wounds and could manage to walk a little in his room. He cried out with joy upon seeing Raoul enter, his eagerness for friendship obvious. But Raoul couldn’t help but gasp in sorrow at the sight of De Guiche—so pale, so thin, so melancholy. A few words exchanged and a simple gesture from De Guiche, brushing aside Raoul’s arm, were enough to reveal the painful truth.

“Ah! So it is,” Raoul said, settling beside his friend. “One loves and dies.”

“No, no, not dies,” Guiche replied with a smile. “I’m recovering now, and I can still hold you in my arms.”

“Ah! I see.”

“And I understand you as well. You think I’m unhappy, Raoul?”

“Alas!”

“No; I’m the happiest man alive. My body may suffer, but my mind and heart are untouched. If only you knew—Oh!

“I am, indeed, the happiest of men.”

“So much the better,” Raoul replied. “So much the better, if it lasts.”

“It’s over. I’ve had enough happiness to last me a lifetime, Raoul.”

“I have no doubt you have had it; but she—”

“Listen, I love her, because—but you’re not listening to me.”

“I beg your pardon.”

“Your mind is elsewhere.”

“Yes, your health, for one thing—”

“That’s not it, I assure you.”

“My dear friend, you’d be wrong to ask me any questions—*you* of all people,” he emphasized the “you” so pointedly that it made Raoul acutely aware of the issue and the difficulty in addressing it.

“You say that, Raoul, because of what I wrote to you.”

“Certainly. We can discuss that later, once you’ve finished sharing your joys and sorrows.”

“My dear friend, I’m entirely at your service.”

“Thank you; I hurried here, I flew here—I arrived in half the time it usually takes the government couriers. Now, tell me, what did you want?”

“Nothing at all, except to make you come.”

“Well, here I am.”

“All is well, then.”

“There must be something else, I suppose?”

“No, indeed.”

“De Guiche!”

“Upon my honor!”

“You cannot have crushed all my hopes so harshly, or risked my disgrace with the king for returning against his orders—you cannot, I say, have planted jealousy in my heart just to tell me, ‘It’s all right, be at ease.’”

“I’m not telling you, Raoul, ‘Be at ease;’ but please understand, I will never, nor can I, tell you anything else.”

“What sort of person do you think I am?”

“What do you mean?”

“If you know something, why keep it from me?”

“If you truly know nothing, why did you write with such urgency?”

“True, I was wrong, and I regret it, Raoul. It seems simple enough to write to a friend and say, ‘Come,’ but having that friend right in front of you, feeling him tremble, and waiting breathlessly to share something you hardly dare say—that's a very different matter.”

“Dare! I have enough courage for both of us,” Raoul exclaimed, his despair evident. “You’re being unfair, and you forget so quickly that you’re dealing with a wounded soul—your unfortunate friend. So, calm yourself, Raoul. I invited you here; you’re present now, so let’s leave it at that.”

“Your reason for asking me to come was so I could see for myself, wasn’t it?”

“Nay, do not hesitate, for I have seen everything.”

“Oh!” De Guiche exclaimed. “Or at least I thought I had—”

“See? You’re not so certain after all. But if you have any doubts, my poor friend, what am I to do?”

“I saw Louise in a state of agitation—Montalais utterly bewildered—the king—”

“The king?”

“Yes. You turn your head away. The danger is real, the threat is present; tell me, is it not so? Is it not the king?”

“I say nothing.”

“Oh! You say far more than nothing.”

“Give me facts, for pity’s sake—give me proof! My friend, my only friend, speak—tell me everything. My heart is crushed, wounded to the core; I am dying from despair.”

“If that’s truly how you feel, as I can see it is, dear Raoul,” De Guiche replied, “you relieve me of my burden. I will tell you everything, confident that what I share will be far more comforting than the despair you’re experiencing.”

“Go on—I’m listening.”

“Well, I can only share what you might hear from anyone you meet.”

“Anyone, you say? So it’s being talked about?”

“Before you assume that people are gossiping, understand what it actually is they’re discussing. I assure you, they’re probably talking about something completely innocent—perhaps a walk—”

“A walk with the king?”

“Yes, indeed, a walk with the king. And I believe he has often taken strolls with ladies before without it meaning anything—”

“You wouldn’t have written to me, must I repeat, if there were nothing unusual about this outing.”

“I know that during the storm, it would have been far better for the king to find shelter elsewhere than to remain exposed before La Vallière; but the king is simply very courteous and polite.”

“Oh!

“De Guiche, De Guiche, you’re driving me mad!”

“Then let’s not speak any further.”

“Oh no, let’s keep talking. I assume this walk was followed by others?”

“No—well, yes: there was the adventure with the oak, I believe. But honestly, I don’t know much about it.” Raoul stood up, and De Guiche tried to follow suit, despite his weakness.

“All right, I won’t say another word. I’ve either said too much or not enough. Let others provide you with more information, if they’re willing or able. My duty was to warn you, and that’s what I’ve done. Now, take care of your own affairs.”

“Question others!”

"Alas! You are no true friend to say that to me," the young man lamented, his distress plain. "The first person I meet could either be malicious or a fool. If it’s the former, they’ll spin a lie that will only deepen my suffering; if it’s the latter, they’ll do even worse. Ah, De Guiche, in less than two hours, I’ll have been told ten lies and will find myself tangled in as many duels. Please, save me; isn’t it better to know the worst?"

"But I know nothing, I assure you," De Guiche replied. "I was wounded, struck by fever; I was out of my senses, and my memories of it all are but a faint blur."

"But there’s no need to search far when the very man we need is right here. Isn’t D’Artagnan your friend?"

"Oh! That’s true, that’s true!"

"Then go to him. He should be able to shed some light on the matter." Just then, a lackey entered the room.

"What is it?" De Guiche asked.

"Someone is waiting for you in the Cabinet des Porcelaines."

"Very well."

“Will you excuse me, my dear Raoul? I am so proud to have regained the ability to walk again.”

“I would offer you my arm, De Guiche, if I didn’t suspect that the visitor is a lady.”

“I believe so,” De Guiche replied with a smile as he left Raoul’s side. Raoul remained where he was, consumed by grief, feeling as if he were a miner trapped beneath a collapsed vault—injured, his life’s blood ebbing away, his thoughts a chaotic swirl as he tried to regain his composure and grip on reality. A few moments were all he needed to dispel the confusion brought on by these two revelations. Just as he began to gather his thoughts, he suddenly thought he heard Montalais’s voice coming from the Cabinet des Porcelaines. “Her!” he exclaimed.

“Yes, it is really her voice! She will be able to tell me the whole truth. But should I question her here? She hides even from me; she must be coming from Madame. I’ll meet her in her own quarters. She will explain her fear, her sudden withdrawal, and the peculiar way I was forced out. She will explain everything—after M. d’Artagnan, who knows all, has given me renewed strength and courage.”

Madame, a flirt, I fear, yet herself in love, has her moments of kindness. She is as capricious and unpredictable as life or death, yet she tells De Guiche that he is the happiest man alive. After all, he is lying on roses. With that thought, he quickly left the comte’s apartments, reproaching himself for having spoken only of his own concerns to De Guiche. Soon, he arrived at D’Artagnan’s quarters.





Chapter LI: Bragelonne Continues His Inquiries

The captain sat comfortably in his leather armchair, his spurs digging into the floor and his sword resting between his legs, as he read through a stack of letters, twisting his mustache thoughtfully. D’Artagnan welcomed him warmly at the sight of his friend’s son.

“Raoul, my boy,” he said, “what lucky turn of fate brings you back on the king’s orders?”

These words made the young man uncomfortable. As he sat down, he replied, “To be honest, I’m not sure; all I know is—I’ve returned.”

“Hmm!” D’Artagnan said, folding his letters and giving Raoul a searching look. “Are you saying that the king hasn’t summoned you, yet you’ve come back anyway? I don’t quite understand.”

Raoul, already pale, began twisting his hat nervously in his hands. “What’s wrong? Why do you look so troubled and silent?” the captain asked. “Is that how people act in England these days? I’ve been to England, and when I returned, I was as cheerful as a chaffinch.”

“Will you not say something?”

“I have too much to say.”

“Ah! How is your father?”

“Forgive me, my dear friend; I was about to ask you that.”

D’Artagnan sharpened his keen gaze, one that no secret could escape. “You’re worried about something,” he said.

“I am, indeed; and you know very well why, Monsieur d’Artagnan.”

“I?”

“Of course. Don’t act surprised.”

“I’m not pretending, my friend.”

“Dear captain, I know that in skill as well as in strength, you always surpass me. You see, right now I feel like a complete fool, an absolute dunce.”

“I have neither brains nor strength; do not despise me, but help me. In short, I am the most miserable man alive.”

“Oh, why is that?” D’Artagnan asked, loosening his belt and letting his smile soften. “Because Mademoiselle de la Vallière is deceiving me.”

“She is deceiving you,” D’Artagnan replied, his expression unchanged. “Those are strong words. Who says so?”

“Everyone.”

“Ah, if everyone says it, there must be some truth.”

I’ve begun to think that where there’s smoke, there’s fire. It may sound foolish, but it’s true.

“So you do believe me?” Bragelonne exclaimed, his voice picking up. “You know I’m never involved in matters like this.”

“What? Not for a friend, not for a son?”

“Exactly. If you were a stranger, I would tell you—I’m not telling you anything at all. By the way, how is Porthos? Do you know?”

“Monsieur,” Raoul said, taking D’Artagnan’s hand, “I beg you, in the name of the friendship you promised my father!”

“Good heavens, you’re truly sick—with curiosity.”

“No, it’s not curiosity; it’s love.”

“Good.”

“Another grand declaration. If you truly loved, my dear Raoul, you’d be quite different.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I mean that if your love for me were as deep as you say, I would feel it. But it’s just not so.”

“I assure you, I love Louise madly.”

D’Artagnan could see right through the young man. “That’s impossible,” he replied. “You’re just like all young men; you’re not in love, you’re losing your senses.”

“Well, what if I am?”

“No sensible man thinks clearly when his head is spinning. I’ve lost my senses like that a hundred times in my life.”

“You would listen to me, but not truly hear me! You would hear, but not understand; understand, but not obey.”

“Oh! Please, try.”

“I’m going too far. Even if I were unlucky enough to know something and foolish enough to share it with you—You say you’re my friend?”

“Indeed, I do.”

“Very well. I’d end up quarreling with you. You’d never forgive me for shattering your illusion, as people say about love.”

“Monsieur d’Artagnan, you know everything; yet you leave me confused and desperate, as if facing death itself.”

“There, there now.”

“I never complain, as you know; but since Heaven and my father could never forgive me for taking my own life, I will seek out the first person I find to get the information you keep from me. I’ll tell him he lies, and—”

“And you would kill him.”

What a wonderful affair that would be. All the better for it. Why should I care? Go ahead and kill whoever you like, my boy, if it pleases you. It’s just like a man with a toothache, always moaning, “Oh, what pain!”

“I could bite a piece of iron in half.” My answer is always: “Bite, my friend, bite; your teeth will stay the same.”

“I won’t kill anyone, monsieur,” Raoul said sadly.

“Ah, but now you sound different! Instead of killing, you mean you’ll let yourself be killed? How noble! I would certainly miss you. I can imagine myself wandering all day, sighing, ’Ah!

What a simpleton Bragelonne was! Truly one of the most naive I’ve ever known. I’ve spent nearly my whole life teaching him to wield a sword, yet the poor lad has gotten himself run through like a lark. Go on, Raoul, if you want to throw away your life. I can hardly figure out who taught you logic, but I swear your father wasted his money.”

Raoul buried his face in his hands, muttering, “No, no; I don’t have a single friend in the world.”

“Oh, now!” D’Artagnan replied.

“All I find is mockery or indifference.”

“Just empty thoughts, monsieur.”

I don’t laugh at you, even though I’m a Gascon. And if I were truly indifferent, I’d have sent you away a quarter of an hour ago. You have the rare talent to make the merriest man dull, and you could easily push a sad man to despair. Now, young man, do you really want me to ruin your feelings for the girl you love and teach you to despise the very sex that brings honor and happiness to our lives?

“Oh! Please, tell me, monsieur, and I will be forever thankful.”

“Do you really think I keep track of the carpenter, the painter, the staircase, and a hundred stories like them?”

“A carpenter? What do you mean?”

“To be honest, I have no idea; someone mentioned a carpenter who made a hole in a certain floor.”

“In La Vallière’s room!”

“Oh!

“I don’t know where.”

“Maybe in the king’s room?”

“Of course, if it were in the king’s room, I should tell you, I suppose.”

“Then whose room?”

“I’ve been telling you for the last hour that I know nothing about it.”

“But the painter? The portrait—”

“It seems the king wanted a portrait of one of the ladies at court.”

“La Vallière?”

“Why do you keep mentioning her? Who told you about La Vallière?”

“If it’s not her portrait, then why would it matter to me?”

“I don’t think it concerns you at all. But you keep asking and I keep answering. You’ll hear all the gossip sooner or later, and I tell you—believe what you will.”

Raoul struck his forehead in despair. “This will be my ruin!” he exclaimed.

“So you’ve said before.”

“Yes, you’re right,” he said, taking a few steps as if to leave. “Where are you going?”

“To find someone who’ll tell me the truth.”

“And who’s that?”

“A woman.”

“You mean Mademoiselle de la Vallière?” D’Artagnan asked with a smile. “Ah, what a great idea! You want comfort, and you’ll find it there. But don’t expect her to speak ill of herself, of course.”

“Then I’ll go.”

“You’re mistaken, monsieur,” Raoul replied. “The woman I mean will reveal all the harm she can.”

“You mean Montalais, her friend? The kind of woman who’ll make the worst even worse. I advise you not to speak with Montalais, my good fellow.”

“Do you have reasons for wanting me to avoid Montalais?”

“Yes, I do. And frankly, why should I play with you as a cat does with a mouse? You really trouble me. The reason I want you to stay away from Montalais right now is that you risk exposing your secret, and others will use it against you. Just wait, if you can.”

“I can’t.”

“Then that’s too bad.”

“Well, Raoul, if I had an idea—but I don’t.”

“Just promise you’ll pity me, my friend. That’s all I need. Let me manage this myself.”

“Oh, certainly! So you can mess things up even worse! What a clever plan! Now go sit at that desk and take up a pen.”

“What for?”

“To write and ask Montalais for an audience.”

“Ah!” Raoul exclaimed, eagerly grabbing the pen that the captain handed him. Just then, the door opened, and one of the musketeers approached D’Artagnan. “Captain, Mademoiselle de Montalais is here and asks to speak with you.”

“With me?” D’Artagnan murmured. “Bring her in. I’ll soon discover if she really wants to see me.”

The thoughtful captain was right to be cautious; as soon as Montalais entered, she exclaimed, “Oh, monsieur!

“Excuse me, Monsieur d’Artagnan,” Montalais said, her voice urgent.

“Oh, I forgive you, mademoiselle,” D’Artagnan replied warmly. “At my age, I know that those who come to see me usually have their own reasons.”

“I was actually looking for M. de Bragelonne,” Montalais said. “How lucky! He was looking for you too. Raoul, will you come with Mademoiselle de Montalais?”

“Oh!

“Certainly.”

“Go, then,” he said, gently pushing Raoul out of the office. Then, taking Montalais’s hand, he lowered his voice. “Be kind to him; spare him, and if possible, spare her too.”

“Ah!” she replied in the same low tone, “I’m not the one who will speak to him.”

“Who, then?”

“It’s Madame who has summoned him.”

“Very good,” D’Artagnan exclaimed. “So it’s Madame, is it? In an hour, the poor fellow will be cured.”

“Or dead,” Montalais said softly, full of sympathy. “Farewell, Monsieur d’Artagnan,” she added, and hurried to join Raoul, who stood a few paces from the door, looking bewildered and deeply uneasy about the conversation that promised so little good for him.




Chapter LII: Two Jealousies

Lovers are gentle towards everything that is part of the daily life of the one they love.

As soon as Raoul found himself alone with Montalais,




Chapter LIII: A Domiciliary Visit

The princess led Raoul through the courtyard toward the area of the building where La Vallière resided. Ascending the same staircase he had climbed just that morning, she paused at the door of the room where Montalais had surprised him earlier. The timing was perfect for Madame Henrietta’s plan; the chateau was deserted. The king, courtiers, and the ladies of the court had all departed for Saint-Germain. Madame Henrietta alone knew of Bragelonne’s return, and, aware of the potential benefits of this development, she had pretended illness to remain behind. Confidently, she expected to find both La Vallière’s room and Saint-Aignan’s apartment empty.

She took a passkey from her pocket and unlocked the door to her maid of honor’s room. Bragelonne’s eyes were immediately drawn to the room’s interior, which he recognized at once. The sight hit him hard, filling him with anguish. The princess watched him keenly, her perceptive gaze quickly recognizing the turmoil in the young man’s heart.

“You asked for proof,” she said. “Don’t be surprised, then, if I provide it. But if you feel you don’t have the courage to confront it, you still have time to turn back.”

“I thank you, Madame,” Bragelonne replied. “But I am here to be convinced. You promised to convince me—so please, do so.”

“Then come in,” said the princess, “and close the door behind you.”

Bragelonne did as she asked and turned to the princess, his eyes silently seeking answers.

“You know where you are, I suppose?” Madame Henrietta asked.

“Everything indicates that I’m in Mademoiselle de la Vallière’s room,” he replied.

“You are correct.”

“But, Your Highness, I must point out that this room alone proves nothing.”

“Wait,” the princess said, moving to the foot of the bed. She folded the screen and bent down to the floor. “Look here,” she continued. “Bend down and lift this trapdoor yourself.”

“A trapdoor?” Raoul exclaimed, astonished. D’Artagnan’s words echoed in his mind; he vaguely remembered D’Artagnan had used the same term. He looked for a crack or crevice hinting at an opening or a ring to lift the planking, but found nothing.

“Oh, I forgot,” Madame Henrietta said. “I should have mentioned the secret spring. It’s on the fourth plank of the floor—push where you see a knot in the wood. That’s the trick; try it, Vicomte!”

“Press here, I insist,” I said, indicating the mechanism.

Raoul, deathly pale, pressed on the spot. Instantly, the spring engaged, and the trapdoor rose easily. “It’s quite ingenious,” the princess remarked. “Clearly, the architect designed it so only a woman’s hand was needed to operate the spring, considering how smoothly it opens.”

“A staircase!” Raoul exclaimed.

“Yes, and quite a charming one,” Madame Henrietta replied. “Look, Vicomte, the staircase has a balustrade so timid souls won’t fall as they descend. I’ll go first. Come, Vicomte, follow me!”

“But before I do, Madame, may I ask where this staircase leads?”

“Oh, of course; I nearly forgot. You may know that once, Monsieur—”

“De Saint-Aignan lived in the apartment next to the king?”

“Yes, Madame, I know that; that was the arrangement before I left. More than once I had the honor of visiting his rooms.”

“Well, he got the king’s permission to exchange his former, convenient, and beautiful apartment for these two rooms that this staircase connects. Together, they form a space half the size and ten times farther from the king—an arrangement that isn’t frowned upon by the gentlemen of the court.”

“Very well, Madame,” Raoul replied, “but please go on; I still don’t understand.”

“By chance,” the princess continued, “M. de Saint-Aignan’s apartment is directly under my maids of honor’s quarters, and, by coincidence, right below La Vallière’s room.”

“But what’s the purpose of this trapdoor and staircase?”

“That, I cannot say. Would you like to go down to Monsieur de Saint-Aignan’s rooms? Maybe we’ll discover the answer there.”

Madame led the way, and Raoul, sighing deeply, followed her. Each step brought him deeper into the mysterious apartment that had witnessed La Vallière’s sighs and still held her lingering presence. As he breathed in the air, Bragelonne fancied he could tell the young girl had recently passed through.

He found signs of her presence—those invisible traces he recognized through unmistakable details: the flowers she loved most and the books she herself had picked. If Raoul still had any doubt, it would have vanished in the face of the silent agreement between her tastes and the objects all around him. To Bragelonne, La Vallière was part of every piece of furniture, every color of the drapes, and everything that made up the room.

Overcome and speechless, he found he had nothing more to learn; he followed his unrelenting guide as blindly as a condemned man follows his executioner. Madame, as merciless as women stirred by passion can be, did not spare him a single detail. Yet even in his numb apathy, he would have noticed every one if he’d been left alone. The happiness of a woman in love, especially when that happiness is brought by a rival, is a living torment for the jealous. For Raoul, whose heart was for the first time filled with bitterness and despair, Louise’s happiness felt like a humiliating death—a death of both body and soul.

He understood it all; he imagined seeing them, hand in hand, faces close, reflected together in the mirrors around them—a sweet pastime for lovers who, seeing themselves twice, etch the moment even more deeply into memory. He could picture the stolen kisses they shared as they reluctantly parted.

The luxury and carefully arranged beauty told him everything about the perfection of leisure and comfort. The thoughtful care to spare the beloved any trouble or to delight her unexpectedly struck Raoul like a mortal blow. If anything can soften the sting of jealousy, it’s believing that the favorite rival is inferior. But if there’s a deeper pain, it’s the realization that the chosen man is superior—perhaps in youth, beauty, or charm. At such moments, it’s as if Heaven itself is against the rejected lover. One more torment awaited poor Raoul.

Madame Henrietta lifted a silk curtain, revealing La Vallière’s portrait. It was not just any portrait; it captured La Vallière in her youthful glory—beauty and happiness radiant, as if she were breathing in life and joy with every breath. At eighteen, love is life itself.

“Louise!” Bragelonne murmured, heavy with emotion. “Louise! Is it true? You never loved me, for you never looked at me that way.” He felt crushed by despair.

Madame Henrietta watched him, feeling a pang of envy at his anguish, though she understood there was nothing enviable about it. She knew that, like Louise, she was deeply loved by De Guiche.

Raoul saw Madame Henrietta’s expression. “Oh, forgive me, Madame; I know I should be more composed in your presence. But I pray you never know the kind of misery that weighs on me now. You are a woman—it would be unbearable for you. Please, pardon me again; I am only a man without standing, while you belong to a lineage of happiness and boundless power.”

“Monsieur de Bragelonne,” Henrietta answered, “a mind like yours deserves the respect and consideration of a queen. Think of me as your friend, monsieur; as such, I refuse to allow your life to be destroyed by betrayal and mocked by others. It was I, with more courage than any of your so-called friends—except for M. De Guiche—who prompted your return from London; it is I who now show you the painful truths you need in order to heal—if you have the courage of a true lover, and not merely the tears of an Amadis. Don’t thank me; rather, pity me, and continue to serve the king as loyally as you have.”

Raoul smiled bitterly. “Ah, yes; I had nearly forgotten—the king is my master.”

“Your freedom, even your very life, is at stake.”

A steady, thoughtful look told Madame Henrietta that she had misjudged the young man; her final argument would not persuade him. “Be careful, Monsieur de Bragelonne,” she warned. “If you don’t consider your actions, you may provoke a prince whose passions, once aroused, know no limit. You could bring great distress to your friends and family. You must yield, submit, and recover.”

“Thank you for your advice, Madame,” Raoul replied, respectful. “I will do my best to follow it, but I have one more request.”

“Speak.”

“Would it be indiscreet to ask about the secret of this staircase, this trapdoor? It seems you’ve uncovered something of great interest.”

“Nothing could be simpler. To watch over the young ladies under my care, I have duplicate keys to their doors.”

It seemed most unusual to me that M. de Saint-Aignan would change his apartments. Just as odd was the king’s daily visits to him, and the fact that so much had changed during your absence that the very customs and habits of the court seemed altered. I refuse to be made a tool by the king or to be used as a cover for his romantic affairs. After La Vallière, who weeps day and night, he’ll likely turn to Montalais, who is always laughing, and then to Tonnay-Charente, who sings ceaselessly. To fill such a role would be beneath me. I set aside my hesitations out of friendship for you.

I have discovered the truth. I know I have wounded your feelings, and I sincerely ask your forgiveness; but I had a duty, and I’ve fulfilled it. You are warned—the storm is about to break; protect yourself as you must.”

“You naturally expect some result from this,” Bragelonne replied, now resolute. “Surely, you don’t think I will quietly accept this humiliation and this betrayal?”

“Do as you feel you must, Monsieur Raoul, but I ask only this—do not reveal how you learned the truth. That is my sole request—the only price for the service I rendered.”

“Rest assured, Madame,” Bragelonne said with a bitter smile. “I bribed the locksmith, the very one the lovers trusted.”

“You could have done this yourself, couldn’t you?”

“Yes, Madame. But does your royal highness have any further counsel for me, except to remain loyal to you?”

“None at all.”

“Then allow me just one moment of your royal highness’s time.”

“Without me?”

“Oh, no, Madame. It makes no difference; what I have to do can be done in your presence. I simply need a moment to write a note to someone.”

“It’s risky, Monsieur de Bragelonne. Be careful.”

“No one would ever suspect that your royal highness honored me by bringing me here.”

“And, besides, I will sign the letter I write.”

“Do as you wish, then.”

Raoul took out his tablet and quickly wrote the following lines:

“MONSIEUR LE COMTE,—Do not be surprised to find this paper signed by me; the friend I will soon send to call on you will have the honor of explaining the purpose of my visit.

“VICOMTE RAOUL DE BRAGELONNE.”

He rolled the paper and tucked it into the lock of the door to the room set aside for the two lovers, making sure that Saint-Aignan would see it as he entered. Raoul then rejoined the princess, who had already reached the top of the staircase. They parted, Raoul feigning gratitude to her highness, while Henrietta, with a heart full of pity—or at least appearing to be—watched the poor young man she had just condemned to torment. “Oh!” she exclaimed, seeing him disappear, pale as death, his eyes reddened, “if I had known this would happen, I would have hidden the truth from that poor gentleman.”




Chapter LIV: Porthos’s Plan of Action

The large number of characters we have introduced into this lengthy tale is why each has appeared only in turn, dictated by the demands of the narrative.

As a result, our readers have not had the chance to reconnect with our friend Porthos since his return from Fontainebleau. The honors bestowed upon him by the king have not altered the easygoing, affectionate nature of that good-hearted man. Perhaps he holds his head a bit higher than usual now, and a certain majesty in his demeanor may have emerged since he had the honor of dining at the king’s table. That royal banquet hall left a lasting impression on Porthos. The Seigneur de Bracieux et de Pierrefonds took great pleasure in recalling how the multitude of servants and officials attending the guests added a distinctive flair to the meal, almost as if they were part of the decor.

In light of this experience, Porthos decided to elevate Mouston’s status among his other servants, aiming to establish a hierarchy within his household and create a military ambiance—a practice not uncommon among the great captains of the era. This trend had been especially prominent in the previous century, encouraged by notable figures such as Messieurs de Treville, de Schomberg, and de la Vieuville, not to mention M. de Richelieu, de Conde, and de Bouillon-Turenne. So, why shouldn’t Porthos, the king’s friend and companion of M. Fouquet, Baron and engineer, enjoy all the privileges that come with wealth and outstanding merit? Somewhat neglected by Aramis, who was busy with M. Fouquet, and overlooked by D’Artagnan due to his responsibilities, Porthos found himself unexpectedly drifting into daydreams, unsure why. If anyone had asked him, “Do you want anything, Porthos?” he would have certainly answered, “Yes.”

After one of those dinners where Porthos tried to recall every detail of the royal banquet—feeling pleasantly uplifted by the quality of the wines yet tinged with melancholy from his ambitious thoughts—he slowly began to doze off. Just then, his servant entered to announce that M. de Bragelonne wished to see him.

Porthos stepped into an adjoining room, where he found his young friend in the now-familiar state of mind we have come to recognize. Raoul approached Porthos and shook his hand. Noticing the seriousness on Raoul’s face, Porthos motioned for him to sit.

“Dear M. du Vallon,” Raoul began, “I have a favor to ask of you.”

“Nothing could be more timely, my young friend,” Porthos replied. “I received eight thousand livres this morning from Pierrefonds, so if you need any money—”

“No, thank you; it’s not money I need.”

“Well, that’s unfortunate. I’ve always heard that a favor is the rarest service, yet the easiest to provide. It’s a thought that appeals to me; I like to pass on ideas that strike me.”

“Your heart is as generous as your mind is sound and true.”

“You are far too kind, I assure you.”

“You will dine here, of course?”

“No, I’m not hungry.”

“What? Not dine? What a dreadful country England is!”

“Not entirely, but—”

“Well, if such excellent fish and meat weren’t available there, it would hardly be bearable.”

“Yes, I came to—”

“I’m listening. Just let me take a quick sip. One gets thirsty in Paris,” he said, ordering a bottle of champagne. After filling Raoul’s glass, he filled his own, downing it in a single gulp before continuing, “I needed that to listen to you properly. Now I am entirely at your service.”

“What do you wish to ask me, dear Raoul? What is it you want?”

“Give me your opinion on quarrels in general, my dear friend.”

“My thoughts! Well—could you clarify your idea a bit more?” Porthos replied, rubbing his forehead. “I mean—you’re usually so good-natured and easygoing whenever a misunderstanding arises between a friend and a stranger, for example?”

“Oh! Absolutely, I remain in the best of tempers.”

“Very well; but what do you do in such situations?”

“When a friend of mine finds himself in a quarrel, I always follow one principle.”

“And what is that?”

“That lost time is irretrievable, and you can never resolve a situation as effectively as when the parties involved are thoroughly embroiled.”

“Ah! Is that really the principle you follow?”

“Exactly; so, as soon as a quarrel breaks out, I bring the two parties together.”

“Right.”

“You see, by doing this, it’s impossible for the matter not to be resolved.”

“I would have thought that, handled this way, the situation would, on the contrary—”

“Oh!

“Not in the least,” Porthos replied, a hint of mischief in his eyes. “Just imagine—I’ve engaged in around a hundred and eighty to a hundred and ninety formal duels, not counting the spontaneous encounters or chance meetings.”

“That’s quite an impressive tally,” Raoul remarked, unable to suppress a smile. “But it’s nothing to worry about; I’m quite gentle. D’Artagnan, on the other hand, counts his duels in the hundreds. It’s true he can be a bit too fierce—I’ve often pointed that out to him.”

“And so,” Raoul continued, “you typically handle the matters of honor that your friends bring to you?”

“Not a single instance has slipped through my fingers without resolution,” Porthos said, his tone surprisingly gentle and confident, which took Raoul aback. “But I assume the way you settle these disputes is at least honorable?”

“Oh!

“Rest assured of that; and at this point, let me explain my other principle to you. Once my friend entrusts his quarrel to me, I immediately approach his adversary, armed with the politeness and composure that are absolutely essential in such cases.”

“That’s how you ensure everything is handled so safely,” Raoul said bitterly.

“I assure you, it works. I go to the adversary and say, ‘It is impossible, monsieur, that you are unaware of the extent to which you have insulted my friend.’” Raoul frowned at this statement. “It often happens—quite frequently, in fact,” Porthos continued, “that my friend hasn’t been insulted at all; he may have been the one to provoke the offense. You can imagine, then, how carefully I choose my words.” With that, Porthos burst out laughing.

“Decidedly,” Raoul thought to himself, as Porthos’s laughter echoed in his ears, “I am truly unfortunate. De Guiche treats me with indifference, D’Artagnan with mockery, and Porthos is far too mild; no one will resolve this matter in the only way I desire.”

“I came to Porthos seeking a sword rather than cold reasoning. My misfortune seems to follow me.”

Porthos, having regained his composure, replied, “With one simple statement, I leave my adversary with no excuse.”

“Perhaps,” Raoul said absently. “But it’s quite certain. I’ve left him no room for excuses at all. And in doing so, I show all my courtesy to ensure my plan succeeds. So, I approach with an air of great politeness, take my adversary by the hand, and say, ‘Now that you acknowledge the offense, we can be assured of reparation. Between my friend and you, the future can only hold an exchange of mutual courtesies. Therefore, my mission is to inform you of the length of my friend’s sword.’”

“What?” Raoul exclaimed. “Hold on a moment.”

“The length of my friend’s sword is ready. My horse is waiting below; my friend is in a certain place, eagerly awaiting your agreeable company. I’ll take you with me, and we can stop by your second on the way.” The plan was set.

“And so,” Raoul said, his face pale with frustration, “you intend to reconcile the two adversaries on the field.”

“I beg your pardon,” Porthos interrupted. “Reconcile? For what purpose?”

“You said the affair was arranged.”

“Of course! My friend is waiting for him.”

“Well, what then?”

“If he’s waiting—”

“Well, if he is waiting, it’s just to stretch his legs a bit. The opponent, on the other hand, is stiff from riding. They’ll take their positions, and my friend will dispatch his adversary, and that will be the end of it.”

“Ah! So he kills him, then?” Raoul exclaimed.

“Of course,” Porthos replied. “Do you really think I would be friends with someone who lets himself get killed?”

“I have a hundred and one friends; at the top of the list are your father, Aramis, and D’Artagnan, all of whom I believe are alive and well.”

“Oh, my dear baron,” Raoul exclaimed, embracing Porthos. “So you approve of my method?”

“I approve so thoroughly that I intend to put it into action today—without delay, in fact. You are exactly the person I’ve been searching for.”

“Good; here I am, then. You want to fight, I assume?”

“Absolutely.”

“That’s only natural. With whom?”

“With M. de Saint-Aignan.”

“I know him—a very agreeable man who was exceedingly polite to me the day I had the honor of dining with the king.”

“I will certainly acknowledge his politeness in return, even if it isn’t my usual custom. So, he has given you an offense?”

“A serious offense.”

“Goodness! I can say that, can I?”

“More than that, if you wish.”

“That’s quite convenient.”

“I can consider it one of your arranged affairs, can’t I?” Raoul said with a smile. “Of course. Where will you be waiting for him?”

“Ah! I forgot; it’s a rather delicate matter.”

“M. de Saint-Aignan is a very close friend of the king.”

“I’ve heard that as

# Chapter LV: The Change of Residence, the Trap-Door, and the Portrait

Porthos, entrusted with this mission that filled him with youthful delight, took half an hour less than usual to put on his court suit. To show his familiarity with the customs of high society, he began by sending his servant to inquire if Monsieur de Saint-Aignan was at home. He learned in response that M. le Comte de Saint-Aignan had the honor of accompanying the king to Saint-Germain, along with the entire court; however, the count had just returned. Upon receiving this news, Porthos hurried to Saint-Aignan’s quarters, arriving just as the count was having his boots taken off. The outing had been delightful. The king, more in love than ever and therefore happier, treated everyone with exceptional charm. His kindness was truly without equal.

M. de Saint-Aignan, as you may recall, was a poet who believed he had firmly established his credentials through numerous memorable experiences, leaving no room for anyone to challenge his title. An untiring writer of verse, he had showered both the king and La Vallière with quatrains, sextains, and madrigals throughout their journey. The king, too, was in a poetic mood, having written a distich, while La Vallière, who enjoyed poetry as many women in love do, had composed two sonnets.

Thus, the day had been prosperous for Apollo. Upon returning to Paris, Saint-Aignan, knowing that his verses would soon circulate widely in court circles, dedicated himself to perfecting his compositions with greater care than he had during their promenade. With the affection of a father preparing to send his children into the world, he wondered if the public would find these creations of his imagination sufficiently refined and graceful. To settle his mind on the matter, M. de Saint-Aignan...

De Saint-Aignan recited the madrigal he had composed, the same one he had memorized and promised to copy out for the king upon his return. As he committed the words to memory, the comte busied himself with undressing. He had just removed his coat and was slipping into his dressing gown when he was informed that Monsieur le Baron du Vallon de Bracieux de Pierrefonds was waiting to be received.

“Eh! What does that mouthful of a name mean? I don’t know anything about him,” he remarked.

“It’s the same gentleman,” replied the lackey, “who had the honor of dining with you, monseigneur, at the king’s table when his majesty was at Fontainebleau.”

“Then announce him at once,” Saint-Aignan ordered. Moments later, Porthos entered the room.

M. de Saint-Aignan had an excellent memory for faces, and at first glance, he recognized the gentleman from the countryside, known for his unusual reputation and warmly welcomed by the king at Fontainebleau, despite the discreet smiles of some attendees. With this realization, he approached Porthos, showing all the outward signs of respect that Porthos found entirely natural, since he himself always displayed the utmost politeness when facing an adversary.

Saint-Aignan signaled to a servant to bring Porthos a chair, and Porthos, seeing nothing strange in this gesture, sat down seriously and cleared his throat. After exchanging the usual courtesies, the comte, to whom the visit was directed, inquired, “May I ask, monsieur le baron, what fortunate event has led to your visit?”

“That is precisely what I am about to explain, monsieur le comte; but I must beg your pardon—”

“What is the matter, monsieur?” Saint-Aignan asked.

“I regret to inform you that I seem to have broken your chair.”

“Not at all, monsieur,” Saint-Aignan replied. “Not at all.”

“Yet it is true, monsieur le comte; I have indeed broken it—so much so that if I do not move, I shall fall, which would be quite an embarrassing situation for me, especially given the serious mission I have been entrusted with regarding you.”

Porthos stood up just in time, for the chair had already sagged several inches beneath him.

Saint-Aignan glanced around, searching for something sturdier for his guest to sit on. “Modern furniture,” Porthos remarked as the comte scanned the room, “is made in an absurdly flimsy way. In my younger days, when I sat down much more heavily than now, I don’t recall ever breaking a chair—except, of course, in taverns, and then it was usually with my arms.”

Saint-Aignan chuckled at the comment. “But,” Porthos continued as he settled onto a couch that groaned but held under his weight, “that, unfortunately, has nothing to do with my visit today.”

“Why unfortunately? Are you bringing a message of ill omen, monsieur le baron?”

“Of ill omen—for a gentleman? Certainly not, monsieur le comte,” Porthos replied with a proud air.

“I’ve come to inform you that you’ve seriously insulted a friend of mine.”

“Me, monsieur?” Saint-Aignan exclaimed. “You say I’ve insulted a friend of yours? May I ask his name?”

“M. Raoul de Bragelonne.”

“I’ve insulted M. Raoul de Bragelonne!” Saint-Aignan cried. “I assure you, monsieur, that’s quite impossible. M. de Bragelonne, whom I know only very slightly—indeed, hardly at all—is in England. Since I haven’t seen him in quite a while, I couldn’t possibly have insulted him.”

“M.

“de Bragelonne is in Paris, monsieur le comte,” Porthos stated, completely unfazed. “And I must repeat, it is quite certain you have insulted him, as he himself told me you had. Yes, monsieur, you have seriously insulted him—mortally, I repeat.”

“It’s impossible, monsieur le baron, I swear. Quite impossible.”

“Further,” Porthos continued, “you cannot be unaware of the situation, since M. de Bragelonne told me he had already sent you a note.”

“I give you my word of honor, monsieur, that I have received no note whatsoever.”

“This is most extraordinary,” Porthos replied. “I will prove it to you,” Saint-Aignan interjected, “that I have received nothing from him.” He rang the bell. “Basque,” he said to the servant who appeared, “how many letters or notes were delivered here during my absence?”

“Three, monsieur le comte—a note from M. de Fiesque, one from Madame de Laferte, and a letter from M. de Bragelonne.”

“De las Fuentes.”

“Is that all?”

“Yes, monsieur le comte.”

“Speak the truth before this gentleman—the truth, you understand. I assure you, you are not to blame.”

“There was also a note, from—from—”

“Well, from whom?”

“From Mademoiselle—de—”

“Out with it!”

“De Laval.”

“That is quite sufficient,” Porthos interjected. “I believe you, monsieur le comte.”

Saint-Aignan dismissed the valet and followed him to the door to close it behind him. As he did so, he happened to glance at the keyhole of the adjoining room and noticed the paper that Bragelonne had slipped in as he left. “What is this?” he murmured. Porthos, who had been sitting with his back to the room, turned around. “Aha!” he exclaimed.

“A note in the keyhole!” exclaimed Saint-Aignan. “That could very well be the missing letter, monsieur le comte,” said Porthos. Saint-Aignan pulled out the paper. “A note from M. de Bragelonne!” he exclaimed. “You see, monsieur, I was right.”

“Oh, when I say something—”

“Brought here by M. de Bragelonne himself,” the comte murmured, his face turning pale. “This is outrageous! How could he possibly have come here?” He rang the bell again. “Who has been here during my absence with the king?”

“No one, monsieur.”

“That’s impossible! Someone must have been here.”

“No one could have entered, monsieur; the keys have never left my pocket.”

“And yet I find the letter in that lock. Someone must have placed it there; it couldn’t have arrived by itself.”

Basque opened his arms, a gesture meaning complete ignorance of the matter.

“Most likely, it was M. de Bragelonne himself who placed it there,” Porthos remarked. “If that’s the case, he must have entered this room.”

“How could that be, when I have the key right here in my pocket?” Basque replied, determined to make his point. Saint-Aignan crushed the letter in his hand after reading it. “There is something mysterious here,” he murmured, lost in thought. Porthos let him ponder, but soon returned to the purpose of his visit.

“Shall we get back to our little affair?” Porthos resumed, addressing Saint-Aignan after a brief pause. “I think I can now understand this note, which arrived in such a strange way. Monsieur de Bragelonne writes that a friend will be calling.”

“I am that friend. I am the one he refers to.”

“To deliver me a challenge?”

“Exactly.”

“And he claims that I have insulted him?”

“Mortally.”

“In what way, may I ask? His behavior is so mysterious that it definitely calls for some clarification.”

“Monsieur,” Porthos replied, “my friend is undoubtedly justified; and if his actions seem mysterious, as you say, you have only yourself to blame for that.” Porthos spoke with a confidence that, to someone unfamiliar with his ways, must have suggested a profound understanding.

“Mystery, indeed; but what is this mystery about?” Saint-Aignan pressed.

“You might find it best,” Porthos replied with a slight bow, “if I refrain from going into details.”

“Oh, I understand perfectly.”

"We'll just touch on the main points, then. Please continue, monsieur; I'm listening."

"First of all, monsieur," Porthos began, "you've changed your lodgings."

"Yes, that's quite true," Saint-Aignan replied.

"You admit it," Porthos said, a satisfied smile crossing his face.

"Admit it? Of course I admit it. Why wouldn't I?" Saint-Aignan responded.

"You've admitted it. Very good," Porthos said, raising a finger in triumph.

“But how could my moving my lodgings have harmed M. de Bragelonne? Please clarify, as I honestly don’t understand a word you’re saying.”

Porthos interrupted him, his expression serious. “Monsieur, this is the first of M. de Bragelonne’s grievances against you. When he complains, he feels offended.”

Saint-Aignan began to tap his foot impatiently on the floor. “This seems like a made-up quarrel,” he remarked.

“No one could possibly have a trivial quarrel with the Vicomte de Bragelonne,” Porthos replied. “But, I gather you have nothing more to say about your change of lodgings?”

“Nothing at all. What’s the next point?”

“Ah, the next! You’ll notice, monsieur, that what I just mentioned is a serious matter, to which you have given no real answer, or rather, a very indifferent one. Is it true, monsieur, that you’ve changed your lodgings? M. de Bragelonne feels offended by your action, and you haven’t made any effort to explain yourself.”

“What!” exclaimed Saint-Aignan, growing more irritated by his visitor’s calmness. “What!”

“Am I truly supposed to consult M. de Bragelonne about whether I should move or not? You can’t be serious, monsieur.”

“I am serious. It’s absolutely necessary, monsieur; but even you must admit that this is nothing compared to the second issue.”

“And what is that?”

Porthos took on a solemn expression as he replied, “What about the trap-door, monsieur?”

Saint-Aignan turned pale, his face losing all color. He pushed back his chair so abruptly that even Porthos, with his simple manner, could tell that this had struck home. “The trap-door,” Saint-Aignan murmured.

“Yes, monsieur, explain that if you can,” Porthos said, shaking his head. Saint-Aignan lowered his gaze and murmured, “I have been betrayed; everything is known!”

“Everything?” replied Porthos, who was blissfully unaware of the details. “You see before you a man utterly shaken,” Saint-Aignan continued, “shaken to the point where I hardly know what to do.”

“A guilty conscience, monsieur. Your situation is desperate, and when the public hears the truth, they will judge—”

“Oh, monsieur!” the count interrupted, alarmed. “Such a secret should not be known, not even by a confessor.”

“We’ll deal with that if it happens,” Porthos said. “The secret won’t spread far, I assure you.”

“Surely, monsieur,” Saint-Aignan replied, “since M. de Bragelonne has discovered the secret, he must realize the danger he—and others—face.”

“M. de Bragelonne is in no danger, monsieur, nor is he afraid, as you will soon see, if it please Heaven.”

“This man is completely mad,” Saint-Aignan thought.

“What does he want?” he muttered before adding aloud, “Come, monsieur, let’s settle this matter.”

“You’re forgetting the portrait,” Porthos thundered, his voice sending a chill through the comte’s veins. The portrait in question was unmistakably that of La Vallière, and Saint-Aignan’s eyes widened in realization. “Ah!” he exclaimed, “I remember now that M. de Bragelonne was engaged to her.”

Porthos put on an air of grandeur, feigning ignorance as he replied, “It doesn’t matter to me, or to you, if my friend was, as you put it, engaged to be married. I’m surprised you would make such an indiscreet comment.”

“It may indeed harm your cause, monsieur.”

“Monsieur,” replied Saint-Aignan, “you embody intelligence, sensitivity, and an unwavering loyalty. I see the matter clearly now.”

“That’s good to hear,” said Porthos.

“And,” Saint-Aignan continued, “you have helped me understand it in the most clever and considerate way. I sincerely thank you.” Porthos sat a little taller, pleased by the flattery. “However, now that I am fully informed, allow me to explain—”

Porthos shook his head, indicating his reluctance to listen, but Saint-Aignan pressed on: “I assure you, I’m in despair over all that has happened. But tell me, what would you have done in my place? Be honest.”

Porthos stood upright as he replied, “There’s no question about what I would have done. You understand the three grievances against you, correct?”

“With regard to the first—my change of rooms—I address you as a man of honor and intelligence. When such a prominent personage earnestly wanted me to move, could I have refused?”

Porthos opened his mouth to respond, but Saint-Aignan didn’t give him the chance.

“Ah! My candidness appears to have convinced you,” he said, taking Porthos’s silence as agreement. “You feel I am right.”

Porthos remained silent, prompting Saint-Aignan to continue. “I’ll disregard the unfortunate trapdoor,” he said, putting a hand on Porthos’s arm. “That trapdoor—the source of so much distress—was built for—well, you know what. So, let’s be honest: do you really think I had that trapdoor built on my own, and in such a place? Oh no! You don’t think so. Yet again, you sense, you suspect, you understand the influence of a power greater than mine. You can imagine the infatuation, the overwhelming, irresistible passion behind all this. But, thank Heaven!

I feel fortunate to be talking to someone as understanding as yourself. If you weren’t, just imagine the misery and scandal that would come to her—poor girl!—and to him, whom I will not name.

Porthos, completely confused and overwhelmed by Saint-Aignan's eloquence and gestures, struggled to stop this flood of words, none of which he understood. He sat upright and completely still, that was all he could do. Meanwhile, Saint-Aignan went on, making his voice more expressive and his gestures livelier. “As for the portrait—since I believe that is the real cause for complaint—tell me honestly, do you think I am to blame? Who wanted her portrait? Was it me? Who is in love with her? Is it me? Who seeks her affection? Again, is it me? Who took her likeness?”

I—do you believe it? No! Not at all! I know M. de Bragelonne must be deeply troubled; I feel these misfortunes are truly tragic. But I too am suffering; and still, there is no way to resist it.

Suppose we fought? People would laugh at us. If he keeps going down this path, he is lost. You might say despair is foolish, but you are a rational man. You understand my concerns. I can see it in your serious, reflective face—even your discomfort shows that you recognize the gravity of the matter.

Let’s return to M. de Bragelonne. I must express my gratitude—for I truly have reason to—because he chose such a distinguished intermediary as yourself. I assure you, I will always have great respect for the man who so skillfully orchestrated the misunderstanding between us.

And since fate has resulted in this secret being known to four instead of three, I am indeed pleased to share it with you—a secret that could make even the most ambitious person’s fortune. From the bottom of my heart, I am delighted. From this moment, consider me completely at your service. How may I help you?

"What can I ask of you, or even demand? You have only to speak, monsieur, only to speak."

In the familiar friendly manner of the era, Saint-Aignan embraced Porthos warmly. Porthos accepted this gesture without reaction. "Speak," Saint-Aignan urged again. "What do you want?"

"Monsieur," Porthos replied, "I have a horse waiting below. Please mount him; he’s a fine animal and won’t give you any trouble."

"Mount a horse? What for?" Saint-Aignan asked, now intrigued.

"To come with me to where M.

“de Bragelonne is waiting for us.”

“Ah! He wishes to speak with me, I suppose? I can believe that; he likely wants to discuss everything. Alas, it’s a delicate situation, but at this moment, I cannot—the king is waiting for me.”

“The king will have to wait, then,” Porthos declared.

“What do you mean? The king must wait!” protested the polished courtier, smiling at the absurdity—convinced the king could never be expected to wait.

“It’s just a matter of a brief hour,” Porthos replied.

“But where is M. de Bragelonne waiting for me?”

“At the Minimes, in Vincennes.”

“Ah, I see! But will we be able to laugh about this when we get there?”

“I doubt it,” Porthos said, his expression serious. “The Minimes is a place for duels, and what business do I have there?”

Porthos slowly drew his sword and added, “This is the length of my friend’s blade.”

“Why, the man is mad!” exclaimed Saint-Aignan. A flush of color rose in Porthos’s cheeks as he replied, “If I weren’t in your own rooms, monsieur, and since I’m representing M. De Bragelonne, I would throw you out the window. It would simply be a pleasure delayed, and you’d lose nothing by waiting. Will you come to the Minimes with me, monsieur, by your own choice?”

“But—”

“Careful; I’ll carry you there if you’re slow.”

“Basque!” cried Saint-Aignan. As soon as Basque appeared, he said, “The king wishes to see monsieur le comte.”

“That changes everything,” Porthos replied. “The king’s business comes first. We’ll wait until this evening, monsieur.”

With a courteous nod to Saint-Aignan, Porthos left the room, satisfied to have completed another errand. Saint-Aignan watched him go, then quickly put on his court clothes again, adjusting his attire as he hurried and muttering to himself, “The Minimes! the Minimes! We shall see how the king reacts to this challenge; after all, it’s for him, that’s clear.”





Chapter LVI: Rivals in Politics

Upon returning from a promenade filled with poetic inspiration, where everyone paid homage to the Muses—as the poets of the time would say—the king found M. Fouquet waiting for an audience. M. Colbert lingered in the corridor, intent on catching the king’s attention, shadowing him like a jealous, watchful presence. With his square head and his rich yet disheveled attire, M. Colbert resembled a Flemish gentleman who had perhaps indulged too heavily in his nation’s favored drink—beer. When he saw his rival, Fouquet remained perfectly composed, determined to maintain a demeanor that was especially difficult for a man of superior intellect, who must avoid showing contempt so as not to grant his adversary undue recognition. Colbert, on the other hand, made no effort to hide the insolent delight flickering across his face. In his mind, M. Fouquet was playing a game so poorly that it was doomed to lose, even if it was not quite finished yet.

Colbert belonged to that school of politicians who prized cleverness above all else and considered success the only goal worth pursuing. He was not just envious or jealous; he truly cared for the king’s interests. Deeply devoted to integrity in financial matters, he could easily justify his actions against M. Fouquet by insisting that his animosity sprang solely from his concern for the state’s welfare and the dignity of the crown.

Fouquet, however, fully understood these motivations. He could see through Colbert’s thick, bushy brows and the anxious flicker of his eyelids; by simply meeting his gaze, he could discern the depths of Colbert’s heart—recognizing both the intense hatred aimed at him and the pleasure taken in his expected downfall. Yet, determined to remain dignified, Fouquet carefully arranged his features into a charming smile—one that was unique to him. With dignified grace and effortless poise, he spoke to the king.

“Sire,” he said, “I see from your majesty’s joyful expression that you enjoyed the promenade.”

“Very much so, indeed, monsieur le surintendant, very much so.”

“You were quite mistaken not to join us, as I had invited you,” the king said, his




Chapter LVII: Rivals in Love

Saint-Aignan had left Louis XIV. only a couple of hours earlier, but swept up in his feelings, the king found himself needing to speak of La Vallière whenever she was not present. The only person he felt comfortable confiding in about her was Saint-Aignan, which made him absolutely indispensable.

“Ah, is that you, Comte?” he exclaimed, visibly brightening at the sight of him. He was not only happy to see his friend again but also relieved to escape the company of Colbert, whose perpetually scowling demeanor always dampened his spirits. “It is a welcome sight; I am very glad to see you.”

“Are you suggesting that this will be one of the best traveling parties, sire?”

“What traveling party are you talking about, Your Majesty?” Saint-Aignan asked.

“The one we’re assembling for the celebration the superintendent is about to host at Vaux? Ah, Saint-Aignan, you will finally witness a true fête—a royal festivity that will make all our events at Fontainebleau seem trivial and insignificant.”

“At Vaux? The superintendent is hosting a fête in your honor, Your Majesty? Is that all?”

“Is that all, you say? It amuses me to see you treat this matter with such indifference. Are you, who seem so unconcerned, aware that as soon as it’s known that M. Fouquet is hosting me at Vaux next Sunday week, people will do anything to secure an invitation? I repeat, Saint-Aignan, you will be among the invited guests.”

“Very well, sire; unless, in the meantime, I am sent on a longer and much less pleasant journey.”

“What journey do you mean?”

“The one across the Styx, sire.”

“Bah!” Louis XIV. laughed.

“No, but in all seriousness,” Saint-Aignan replied, “I am indeed invited; and in such a way that I hardly know how to accept or how to refuse the invitation.”

“I don’t understand. I know you’re being poetic, but don’t descend from Apollo to Phoebus.”

“Very well; if your majesty will allow me, I will not keep you in suspense any longer.”

“Speak.”

“Your majesty knows the Baron du Vallon?”

“Yes, of course; a loyal servant to my father, the late king, and an excellent companion at the table. I believe you mean the gentleman who dined with us at Fontainebleau?”

“Precisely; but you’ve left out another of his qualities, sire—he is quite the expert at spreading other people’s stories.”

“Does du Vallon wish to finish you off?”

“Or to have me killed, which would be the same.”

“Good heavens!”

“Do not laugh, sire; I am only telling the truth.”

“And you say he wants you dead?”

“Indeed, that seems to be his present intention.”

“Don’t worry; I will protect you if he is in the wrong.”

“Ah! There’s that ‘if’!”

“Of course. Tell me frankly, as if this were someone else’s issue rather than your own, my poor Saint-Aignan: is he right or wrong?”

“Your majesty shall decide that.”

“What have you done to him?”

“To him personally, nothing at all; but apparently I have offended one of his friends.”

“That’s much the same. Is his friend one of the infamous ‘four’?”

“No, but he is the son of one of the notorious ‘four.’”

“What have you done to the son? Come now, tell me.”

“Well, it seems I helped someone take his mistress from him.”

“So you admit it?”

“I can’t deny it; it is the truth.”

“In that case, you are in the wrong; if he were to kill you, he would be perfectly justified.”

“Ah! So that is your majesty’s reasoning!”

“Do you find it unfair?”

“It’s certainly a very swift conclusion.”

“‘Good justice is prompt,’ as my grandfather Henry IV used to say.”

“In that case, Your Majesty, perhaps you would kindly sign my opponent’s pardon, since he is waiting for me at the Minimes to put me out of my misery.”

“His name, and a parchment!”

“There’s parchment on your Majesty’s table; as for his name—”

“Well, who is it?”

“The Vicomte de Bragelonne, sire.”

“‘The Vicomte de Bragelonne!’” exclaimed the king, going from laughter to a deep stupor. After a pause, during which he wiped the sweat from his brow, he murmured, “Bragelonne!”

“No one else, sire.”

“Bragelonne, who was engaged to—”

“Yes, sire.”

“But he was in London.”

“Yes, but I assure you, sire, he is no longer there.”

“He is in Paris, then?”

“He is at Minimes, sire, waiting for me, as I have already had the honor of telling you.”

“He knows everything?”

“Yes, and even more. Perhaps Your Majesty would care to see the letter I received from him.” Saint-Aignan produced the note we are already familiar with. “After you’ve read it, I’ll explain how it came to me.”

The king read the letter, visibly agitated, then immediately asked, “Well?”

“Well, sire, Your Majesty knows the carved lock that secures a certain ebony door, dividing one room from a certain blue and white sanctuary?”

“Of course; Louise’s boudoir.”

“Yes, sire. That is where I found this note—in the keyhole of that lock.”

“Who put it there?”

“Either M. de Bragelonne or the devil himself; but since the note smells of musk rather than sulfur, I conclude it must be M. de Bragelonne, not the devil.”

Louis bowed his head, lost in bleak and bitter thought. Perhaps a wave of remorse crept into his heart at that moment. “The secret is out,” he said.

“Sire, I will do everything in my power to make sure it goes to the grave with the person who knows it!” Saint-Aignan insisted, valiantly moving toward the door. But a gesture from the king made him pause.

“Where are you going?” the king asked.

“To where I am expected, sire.”

“For what purpose?”

“To fight, most likely.”

“You fight?” the king exclaimed. “One moment, please, Monsieur le Comte!”

Saint-Aignan shook his head stubbornly, much like a rebellious child refusing to let an adult stop him from jumping into a well or playing with a knife.

“But, sire,” he began.

“First,” the king interrupted, “I want to be fully informed.”

“On all points, if your majesty wishes to question me,” Saint-Aignan replied. “I will be as forthcoming as I can.”

“Who informed you that M. de Bragelonne had entered that room?”

“The letter I found in the keyhole told me.”

“And how do you know it was Bragelonne who placed it there?”

“Who else would have dared attempt such a thing?”

“You make a good point. How did he get access to your rooms?”

“Ah! That’s a serious matter, because all the doors were locked, and my servant, Basque, had the keys.”

“Your servant must have been bribed.”

“Impossible, sire. Had he been bribed, those responsible wouldn’t have risked exposing him so openly, especially if they intended to use him again.”

“Quite true.”

“And now I have only one theory.”

“Tell me what it is, sire, and we shall see if it matches mine.”

“That he gained access via the staircase.”

“Alas, sire, that seems more than likely.”

“There can be no doubt someone revealed the secret of the trapdoor.”

“Either sold it or gave it away.”

“Why do you make that distinction?”

“Because, sire, some people, being above accepting payment for treason, would rather give than sell.”

“What do you mean?”

“Oh, sire! Your majesty’s sharp perception can surely guess, saving me the embarrassment of naming the person in question.”

“You’re right: you mean Madame. I suppose she was guided by a suspicion caused by your recent change of lodgings.”

“Madame has keys to the apartments of her maids of honor, and she possesses the ability to uncover secrets no one else but you could discover.”

“And you think my sister has allied herself with Bragelonne, informing him of all the details?”

“Perhaps even more than that; she may have accompanied him there.”

“Through your own apartments?”

“Do you find that impossible, sire? Consider this: your majesty knows Madame has a fondness for perfumes?”

“Yes, she inherited that taste from my mother.”

“Especially vervain.”

“Yes, that is her favorite scent.”

“Exactly, sire! My apartments have been thoroughly scented with vervain.”

The king fell silent, thinking deeply for a few moments, before speaking again: “But why would Madame side with Bragelonne against me?”

Saint-Aignan could have replied, “A woman’s jealousy!” But instead, the king searched his friend’s expression, trying to see if he had guessed the secret of his flirtation with his sister-in-law.

But Saint-Aignan was unlike typical courtiers; he would never risk exposing family matters heedlessly. As a true friend of the Muses, he often thought of the unfortunate Ovidius Naso, who brought about his own disaster by glimpsing something—what, none could say—in Augustus’s palace. So, he gracefully maneuvered around Madame’s secret. Yet, after showing cleverness by revealing Madame’s presence with Bragelonne in his rooms, he knew he had to soothe the king’s pride and give a direct explanation: “Why has Madame taken Bragelonne’s side against me?”

“Why?” replied Saint-Aignan. “Your Majesty forgets that the Comte de Guiche is a close friend of the Vicomte de Bragelonne.”

“I don’t see the connection,” said the king.

“Ah! Forgive me, sire; I thought the Comte de Guiche was also a very close friend of Madame’s.”

“Quite right,” the king conceded. “No need to look any further; the trouble came from that direction.”

“Don’t you think, Your Majesty, that in order to defend yourself, you’ll need to strike back?”

“Yes, but not in the same style as that in the Bois de Vincennes,” the king replied.

“You must remember, sire,” Saint-Aignan said, “that I am a gentleman, and I have been challenged.”

“The challenge is not about you, nor was it meant for you.”

“But I am the very man, sire, who has kept someone waiting at the Minimes for more than an hour now. I would be dishonored if I do not go.”

“The first duty of a gentleman is obedience to his king.”

“Sire!”

“I command you to stay.”

“Sire!”

“Obey me, monsieur!”

“As your majesty wishes.”

“Moreover, I want this whole matter explained. I need to know how I have been so brazenly treated, my private affairs interfered with. It is not for you, Saint-Aignan, to punish the guilty; they have offended not your honor but mine.”

“I beg your majesty not to act harshly toward M. de Bragelonne. Though he may have made mistakes in this matter, his loyalty has been unshakable.”

“Enough! I will distinguish right from wrong, even in anger. But see to it that not a word of this reaches Madame.”

“What should I do about M. de Bragelonne?”

“He will be searching for me everywhere, and—”

“Before the night is over, I will either have spoken with him or made sure someone has.”

“Once again, I beg your majesty to be lenient with him.”

“I have been lenient long enough, Comte,” Louis XIV said, his brow darkening. “It’s time certain people understood that I am in charge of my own palace.”

As the king uttered these words, a new wave of frustration mixed with old resentments. At that very moment, an usher appeared at the cabinet door.

“What is it?” the king asked. “Why enter without being summoned?”

“Sire,” the usher replied, “your majesty had said that M. le Comte de la Fere could come and go freely whenever he wished to speak with you.”

“Well, monsieur?”

“M. le Comte de la Fere is currently waiting to see your majesty.”

At this, the king and Saint-Aignan exchanged a look conveying more unease than surprise. Louis hesitated a moment and then, making his decision, said:

“Go, Saint-Aignan, and find Louise. Warn her of the plot against us. She must not remain ignorant of Madame’s renewed persecution or that she has involved people who would have been wiser to stay neutral.”

“Sire—”

“If Louise becomes anxious or fearful, reassure her as much as possible. Tell her that the king’s affection is an invincible shield for her. If, as I suspect, she already knows everything or has faced another sort of attack, make sure you tell her, Saint-Aignan,” the king added, trembling with emotion, “that this time, instead of merely protecting her, I will avenge her—so fiercely that no one will ever dare to look at her with ill intent again.”

“Is that all, sire?”

“Yes, that’s all. Go quickly, and stay faithful; for you, who are part of this ordeal, do not share in my hope for the paradise that lies beyond it.”

Saint-Aignan made every assurance of his devotion, took the king’s hand, kissed it, and left the room, radiant with delight.




Chapter LVIII: King and Noble

The king quickly worked to regain his composure, determined to greet M. de la Fère with a calm demeanor. He sensed that the comte’s visit was not just a coincidence; there was a deeper purpose he couldn’t quite decipher. Still, he understood that a man of Athos’s status—someone of such refined intellect—deserved a reception that was nothing less than warm and gracious.

Once the king was confident in his outward calm, he ordered the ushers to show in the comte.

A few minutes later, Athos entered in full court attire, his chest decorated with the orders that only he was entitled to wear at the court of France. He approached with such a dignified and solemn air that the king instantly realized his intuition had been right. Louis stepped forward, smiling as he offered his hand, which Athos accepted with the greatest respect.

“Monsieur le Comte de la Fère,” the king said promptly, “your presence here is so rare that I count it a true stroke of good luck to see you.”

Athos bowed and replied, “I wish I could always know the happiness of being near your majesty.”

Yet, the tone of his reply made it clear: “I hope to be one of your majesty’s advisers, to save you from errors.” The king caught this unspoken message and resolved to maintain the advantages conferred by his own self-control and by Athos’s standing.

“I see you have something to speak with me about,” he said.

“If that were not so, sire, I would not have dared present myself before you.”

“Speak quickly; I am eager to satisfy you,” the king replied, sitting down.

“I am convinced,” Athos said, his voice trembling slightly, “that your majesty will grant me every satisfaction.”

“Ah!” the king returned, a hint of haughtiness in his tone, “you’ve come to make a complaint, then?”

“It would be a complaint,” Athos answered, “only if your majesty— but if you would permit me, sire, I would prefer to begin at the very start of the matter.”

“Please do; I am listening.”

“Your majesty will remember that around the time the Duke of Buckingham departed, I had the honor of an audience with you.”

“I believe I do remember,” the king replied, “though the subject of our conversation entirely escapes me.”

Athos paused, surprised by the king’s admission.

“I have the honor to remind your majesty of it. It concerns a formal request I made for a marriage that M. de Bragelonne wishes to make with Mademoiselle de la Vallière.”

“Ah!” thought the king, “so we’ve come to that point now.” He replied aloud, “I remember.”

Athos continued, “At that time, your majesty was so kind and generous toward both M. de Bragelonne and myself that not a single word you spoke has slipped from my memory. When I asked you to grant Mademoiselle de la Vallière’s hand to M. de Bragelonne, you refused.”

“Quite true,” said Louis, dryly.

“Stating,” Athos continued quickly, “that the young lady had no position in society.”

Louis struggled to maintain a royal composure.

“And,” Athos pressed on, “that she was of little fortune.”

The king leaned back in his chair, frustration clear.

“That her family lineage was unremarkable.”

The king’s impatience flared again.

“And lacking in beauty,” Athos added, unflinchingly. This last remark struck home, almost causing the king to rise to his feet.

“You have a remarkable memory, monsieur,” he replied.

“I have always maintained, during the honor of my audiences with your majesty,” the comte said, undisturbed.

“Very well, it’s agreed I said all that.”

“And I expressed my appreciation for your candor at the time, since it showed your sincere interest in M. de Bragelonne, which was admirable,” the king went on.

“You might remember,” the king said slowly, “that you were greatly opposed to this marriage.”

“Quite true, sire.”

“And that, nevertheless, you asked my permission, despite your own reservations?”

“Yes, sire.”

“And I also recall—my own memory is nearly as keen as yours—that you said: ‘I do not believe Mademoiselle de la Vallière loves M. de Bragelonne.’ Isn’t that so?”

This struck true, yet Athos did not yield.

“Sire,” he replied, “I’ve already apologized to your majesty; still, some moments in that conversation can only be justified by what followed.”

“Well then, what is the outcome, monsieur?” the king asked.

“This: that your majesty promised to delay the marriage for the sake of M. de Bragelonne’s happiness.”

The king fell silent.

“M. de Bragelonne is now so exceedingly unhappy that he can no longer refrain from appealing to your majesty to put an end to his suffering.”

The king turned pale, and Athos kept his eyes fixed on him.

“And what,” the king asked, hesitating noticeably, “does M. de Bragelonne wish?”

“Exactly what I came to seek your majesty’s consent for during my last audience: your permission for their marriage.”

Again, the king did not speak.

“All the former obstacles are now gone,” Athos continued. “Mademoiselle de la Vallière, though she lacks fortune, noble birth, and outward beauty, remains the only woman fit for M. de Bragelonne.”

“For Bragelonne, since he loves her.”

The king clasped his hands together impatiently.

“Does your majesty hesitate?” asked the comte, his tone firm yet respectful.

“I do not hesitate—I refuse,” said the king.

Athos paused, collecting himself.

“I have had the honor,” he said softly, “to tell your majesty that no further obstacle bars M. de Bragelonne’s affections, and his determination appears unshakable.”

“My will stands in the way—and surely, that is an obstacle!”

“That is the most serious of all,” Athos quickly agreed.

“Ah!”

“May we then respectfully ask your majesty for the reason behind this refusal?”

“The reason!—You dare to question me!” cried the king.

“A request, sire!”

The king leaned forward, both hands on the table, his voice low with intensity.

“You seem to have forgotten what is customary at court. At court, remember, no one questions the king.”

“Quite true, sire; but if men don’t question, they guess.”

“Guess? What are you implying, monsieur?”

“Often, sire, speculation about a particular matter suggests a lack of transparency on the king’s part—”

“Monsieur!”

“And a lack of trust from the subject,” Athos finished resolutely.

The king, despite his efforts at self-mastery, felt anger rising. “You go too far,” he snapped.

“Sire, I am forced to look elsewhere for answers, where I had hoped to find them in your majesty. When I am left without a reply, I am forced to draw my own conclusions.”

At this, the king stood up.

“Monsieur le comte,” he said, “I have now given you all the time I can spare.” This was a clear dismissal.

“Sire,” replied the comte, “I have not yet had the opportunity to explain the very reason for my visit. Since I so rarely have the honor to appear before your majesty, I must make the most of this moment.”

“Just now, you spoke scornfully of guessing; you’re becoming rather offensive, monsieur.”

“Oh, sire! Offend your majesty? Never! I have always believed that kings stand above all other men—not only because of their rank and power, but because of their nobility of character and true dignity. I cannot accept the idea that my sovereign, who gave me his word, could do so with any mental reservation.”

“What do you mean?”

“What mental reservation are you speaking of?”

“I will make myself clear,” Athos replied, his tone turning icy. “If, in refusing Mademoiselle de la Vallière to Monsieur de Bragelonne, your majesty had any other motive than the happiness and welfare of the vicomte—”

“You realize, monsieur, you are offending me.”

“If your majesty’s only reason for delaying the marriage was to remove the man to whom Mademoiselle de la Vallière was promised—”

“Monsieur! Monsieur!”

“I have heard it spoken everywhere, sire. Your majesty’s feelings for Mademoiselle de la Vallière are the talk of the entire court.”

The king, agitated, tore at the gloves he had been biting for some time.

“Woe to those,” he exclaimed, “who meddle in my affairs. I have made up my mind, and I will break any obstacle in my path.”

“What obstacle?” Athos asked.

The king abruptly stopped, like a horse that, after bolting with the bit, suddenly realizes it is free and comes to a halt. “I love Mademoiselle de la Vallière,” he declared, with a mix of noble emotion and passion in his voice.

“But,”




Chapter LIX: After the Storm

Our readers have probably wondered how it is that Athos, who hasn’t been mentioned for a while, arrived so conveniently at court. Without further delay, we shall answer their curiosity.

Porthos, ever diligent as an organizer, had gone immediately after leaving the Palais Royal to meet Raoul at the Minimes in the Bois de Vincennes. He described everything, down to the last detail, that had taken place between himself and Saint-Aignan. He ended by remarking that the message the king had sent to his favorite would probably cause only a slight delay and that Saint-Aignan, as soon as he was able to leave the king, would promptly accept Raoul’s invitation.

However, Raoul, less optimistic than his elder friend, figured from Porthos’s account that if Saint-Aignan was really going to see the king, he would inevitably reveal all that had happened. Raoul believed the king would certainly forbid Saint-Aignan from participating in the dangerous meeting for which he had been summoned.

As a result, he had left Porthos at the agreed meeting place, though with little hope that Saint-Aignan would actually appear. He tried to make Porthos promise not to wait there more than an hour, or an hour and a half at most. But Porthos stubbornly refused, settling himself in the Minimes as if he meant to take root. He made Raoul promise that after seeing his father, he would return to his own rooms, so that Porthos’s servant would know where to find him if M. de Saint-Aignan should come.

Bragelonne left Vincennes and went directly to Athos’s apartments. Athos had already been in Paris two days, and was already aware of recent events thanks to a letter from D’Artagnan. When Raoul arrived, Athos greeted him with a warm embrace and motioned for him to sit down.

“I know you come to me as a man seeks out a friend when in trouble, Vicomte. Tell me, what brings you here now?”

The young man bowed and began telling his story. More than once, his tears nearly choked his words, and the effort of a sob forced him to pause for a moment.

Athos already appeared to understand, thanks to D’Artagnan’s recent letter. Still, maintaining the calm, controlled manner that was so characteristic of his almost superhuman nature, he answered, “Raoul, I don’t believe there is any truth in these rumors. I doubt the reality of what you fear, though I admit some highly credible people have spoken to me about it. In my heart, I find it utterly impossible that the king could commit such an offense against a gentleman. I will vouch for the king, and I will soon return with proof of what I say.”

Raoul, rocked like a man between the painful reality of what he’d seen and his complete faith in a man who had never lied to him, bowed his head and simply replied, “Go then, monsieur le comte; I will wait for your return.” He sank into a chair, burying his face in his hands. Athos dressed quickly and set off to meet the king; the outcome of that meeting our readers already know. Returning to his rooms, he found Raoul, pale and stricken, still sunk in his miserable state. But at the noise from the door and the sound of his father’s footsteps, the young man lifted his head.

Athos’s face was ashen, his head uncovered, and his manner grave. He handed his cloak and hat to the servant, dismissed him with a gesture, and sat down by Raoul.

“Well, monsieur,” the young man asked, “are you convinced now?”

“I am, Raoul; the king loves Mademoiselle de la Vallière.”

“He admits it, then?” Raoul cried.

“Yes,” Athos answered. “And her?”

“I have not seen her.”

“No, but the king spoke with you about her. What did he say?”

“He claims that she loves him.”

“Oh, you see—you see, monsieur!” Raoul said, gesturing in utter despair.

“Raoul,” Athos went on, “I told the king everything you could have wanted me to say, and I think I said it in a way that was both respectful and firm.”

“And what did you say to him, monsieur?”

“I told him, Raoul, that everything between him and us is now over; that you would never serve him again.”

“I told him that I, too, must remain apart. There’s nothing left for me now but to find some relief in one thing.”

“What is that, monsieur?”

“To know if you’ve resolved on any course of action.”

“Course of action? Regarding what?”

“Your unreturned love—and your thoughts of revenge.”

“Oh, monsieur, as for my affection, perhaps one day I shall find the strength to tear it out of my heart. I hope so, with Heaven’s help and your advice to guide me. As for revenge, that idea only touched my mind in a moment of darkness. I cannot strike at the truly guilty, so I have already given up any idea of retaliation.”

“And you no longer think of confronting M. de Saint-Aignan?”

“No, monsieur. I sent him a challenge: if M. de Saint-Aignan accepts, I’ll go through with it; if not, I’ll let it be.”

“And La Vallière?”

“You don’t seriously think I would seek revenge against a woman!” Raoul replied, with a sad smile so melancholy that it brought a tear to his father’s eye—a man who had often carried the burdens of others alongside his own.

He held out his hand to Raoul, who grasped it eagerly. “So, monsieur le comte, do you truly think this misfortune has no remedy?” the young man asked. “Poor boy,” Athos murmured.

“You think I still have hope,” Raoul said, “and you pity me. But it’s a terrible thing to have to despise someone I’ve loved so deeply. If only I could have an honest reason to blame her, I could find rest; I could forgive.”

Athos gazed at his son with deep sorrow, Raoul’s words echoing the troubles in his own soul.

At that moment, the servant announced M. d’Artagnan. The name meant something very different to Athos and Raoul. The musketeer entered with a slight smile on his lips. Raoul hesitated, while Athos went to his friend, whose expression did not escape Bragelonne.

D’Artagnan answered Athos’s look with a brief, meaningful flicker of his eyelid. Then, stepping up to Raoul, whom he took by the hand, he said to the pair, “I see you’re consoling this poor boy.”

“And you, with your usual kindness, have come to help me in this difficult job,” Athos replied, pressing D’Artagnan’s hand in both of his. Raoul sensed that this handshake meant more than the words that came with it.

“Yes,” the musketeer said, smoothing his mustache with the hand Athos had just released. “I have come too.”

“You are welcome, chevalier; not just for the comfort you offer, but for your own sake. I am already consoled,” Raoul said, attempting a smile that was more bitter than any tears D’Artagnan had ever seen.

“Well, that’s good to hear,” D’Artagnan said. “But,” Raoul continued, “you are just in time to hear the comte tell us the results of his meeting with the king.”

“Do you want to let the comte continue?” the young man asked, looking right at the musketeer as if to search his very soul. “His meeting with the king?” D’Artagnan responded, in such a natural tone it was impossible to doubt his surprise. “So you have seen the king, Athos?”

Athos smiled and answered, “Yes, I have seen him.”

“Ah, so you didn’t know the comte had spoken with His Majesty?” Raoul said, a little reassured. “No, truly, I did not.”

“In that case, I am less worried,” Raoul said. “Worried—about what?” Athos asked. “Pardon me, monsieur,” Raoul replied, “but knowing how much you care for me, I was afraid you might have told His Majesty too much about my sorrows and your own anger, and that the king might have—”

“And that the king might have what?” D’Artagnan interjected. “Go on, finish.”

“I must ask your forgiveness, Monsieur d’Artagnan,” Raoul said.

“For a moment, I must confess, I was afraid you had come here not as M. d’Artagnan, but as captain of the musketeers.”

“You’re out of your mind, poor boy,” D’Artagnan exclaimed, bursting into laughter. To a more discerning eye, his laughter might have seemed less than completely sincere.

“So much the better,” Raoul responded. “Yes, mad; and do you know what I’d advise you to do?”

“Tell me, monsieur. Your advice is always wise.”

“All right. I advise you, after your long journey from England, your visit to M. de Guiche, your time with Madame, your meeting with Porthos, and your trip to Vincennes, to take a few hours to rest. Go and lie down, sleep a dozen hours, and when you wake, go ride one of my horses until you tire him out.”

He drew Raoul close and hugged him as a father might hug his own son. Athos did the same, though his kiss was even warmer and more affectionate than that of a friend.

The young man looked again at his companions, trying to read their true thoughts and feelings with all the energy of his mind. But his searching glance was useless against the musketeer’s smile and the calm, quiet face of the Comte de la Fere.

“Where are you going, Raoul?” asked the Comte as Bragelonne made ready to leave.

“To my own rooms,” Raoul replied in his soft, sad voice.

“Then we’ll know just where to find you if we want to talk,” the Comte said.

“Yes, monsieur, but do you think you’ll really have anything to say to me?”

“How could I know?” Athos replied.

“Perhaps something new to comfort you,” D’Artagnan added, nudging him toward the door.

As Raoul left the Comte’s place, he carried with him only the weight of his own sadness, untouched by the confident assurance of his friends.

“Thank heaven,” he whispered, “if that’s true, I need only think of myself.”

Pulling his cloak tight to disguise his downcast look from strangers in the street, he set off, heading for his own rooms as he had promised Porthos. The two friends watched him leave, each feeling honest, unselfish pity for him, though they showed it in different ways. “Poor Raoul!” Athos sighed deeply. “Poor Raoul!” D’Artagnan echoed, shrugging his shoulders.




Chapter LX: Heu!

“Miserable soul!” Athos had cried. “Poor Raoul!” echoed D’Artagnan. Truly, to draw sympathy from both these men, Raoul’s unhappiness must be great.

Now, left alone with his sorrows, he felt the weight of his pain even more intensely, having departed from his loyal friend and understanding father. The memory of the king’s love, which had taken away Louise de la Vallière—the woman he loved so deeply—overwhelmed him. His heart ached, as does every heart at least once, when the first illusion is lost, and first love is betrayed.

“Oh!” he murmured, “it’s all over. Nothing remains for me in this world.”

There is nothing to look forward to, nothing to hope for. Guiche told me as much, my father echoed his words, and even M. d’Artagnan confirmed it. Life now seems nothing but an idle dream. The future I have chased in vain for ten years is only a mirage! The union of hearts—just a dream!

A life of love and happiness—a dream! What a fool I have been,” he continued after a pause. “To speak my dreams aloud, in front of friends and enemies—for what? To burden my friends with my problems, and to give my enemies a reason to laugh at my pain. Soon my misery will become shame, a public spectacle. Who knows, by tomorrow, I could be a joke for all to see?”

Though he had promised Athos and D’Artagnan to keep his composure, Raoul could not help but let a few dark words slip. “And yet,” he thought, “if my name were De Wardes, and if I had the craft and the firmness of M. d’Artagnan, I would at least give the appearance of laughter. I would persuade other women that this treacherous girl, who has wasted the care I gave her, only leaves me with one regret: I was foolish enough to be duped by her apparent innocence. Some people might even win the king’s favor by making quips at my expense. I could hunt down some of those wits; perhaps punish one or two. The men would then fear me, and by the time I had left three of them—wounded or dead—at my feet, I would be admired by the women.”

Yes, that would be the right thing to do, and I’m sure the Comte de la Fère would agree. Did he not face the same torments in his own youth, as I do now? Didn’t he sometimes fill the void of his affection with distraction? He’s told me so more than once. Why shouldn’t I exchange love for pleasure? He must have suffered as much, maybe more, than I do now, if such a thing is possible.

The story of one man mirrors the story of all—a long and varied journey, often full of sorrows. Humanity’s song is a single, unchanging note. But do the pains of others reduce the pain I bear now? Does another’s open wound heal the raw sore we feel in our own chest? Or does the blood lost from a neighbor’s side staunch the flow from ours? Does the grief of others lighten our own anguish?

No, each person suffers in their own way, dealing with their own sorrow and shedding their own tears. And besides,” he went on, “what has my life been so far? A cold, bare arena where I have always fought for others, never for myself. Sometimes for a king, sometimes for a woman. The king has betrayed me, and the woman has ignored me. What a wretch, what ill fortune is mine!

Women! Should I blame them all for one woman’s deeds? What must I do? Give up my heart entirely, or forget I ever had one? Stay strong, even in weakness; trust others, even while I see support failing. What must someone have to make it through all this? Youth, beauty, strength, courage, and wealth.

“I am, or will be, all of those. But honor?” he continued, “what is honor, anyways? Every man sees honor in his own way. My father says, ‘Honor is being fair to others, but especially fair to oneself.’ Yet Guiche, Manicamp, and Saint-Aignan in particular would say, ‘What’s honor? Honor is understanding and giving in to the passions and pleasures of your king.’

That kind of honor is easy to follow, and pays well. With that kind of honor, I could keep my place at court, become a gentleman of the chamber, and accept the command of a regiment whenever it’s offered to me.”

With that kind of honor, I could become a duke and a peer. The mark that woman left on my heart, the wound that broke me—the very heart of her childhood friend—does not affect M. de Bragelonne. He is a fine officer, a brave leader who will soon earn glory—far more than Mademoiselle de la Vallière, now the king’s mistress. The king will never marry her, and the more publicly he claims her as his mistress, the heavier the shame that will fall on her, disguised as a prize. While people look down on her, as I do, I would be winning honor on the battlefield.

Alas! We used to walk together, she and I, in the happiest, purest days, hand in hand down the lovely road of youth. Yet we reached a crossroads—she turned away, and we were forced onto separate roads that can only lead us further apart.

Now, at the end of this road—oh, Heaven!—I find myself utterly alone, drowning in despair, brought to nothing.

These were the gloomy thoughts that filled Raoul’s mind as he unknowingly reached the door of his own home. He had arrived without remembering the journey, unaware even of the streets he had crossed. Opening the door, he went upstairs. The stairway, typical of houses from that time, was dim, and the landings shadowy. Raoul lived on the first floor and stopped to ring the bell. Olivain appeared and took his sword and cloak from him. Raoul then opened the door between the ante-chamber and a small sitting room, tastefully decorated for a young man and overflowing with flowers. Olivain, who knew his master’s habits, had arranged all this carefully, whether Raoul noticed it or not.

In the salon hung a portrait of La Vallière, painted by her own hand and given to Raoul. This painting, placed above a large armchair covered in dark damask, was the first object of Raoul’s attention as he entered—the constant focus of his eyes. It was his invariable habit: every time he came in, his gaze naturally settled on her image.

As usual, he approached the portrait, knelt on the armchair, and stared at it with a heavy heart. His arms were crossed over his chest, head tilted back slightly, as tears welled in his eyes and a bitter smile twisted his lips. He gazed at the likeness of the woman he had loved so much, and memories rushed back—every word he’d said to her, every pain he’d felt. After a long silence, he murmured for the third time, “Miserable, unhappy wretch that I am!”

At that moment, he heard a sigh and a moan behind him.

He turned abruptly and caught sight of a veiled female figure standing in the corner of the salon. He had blocked her with the door when he came in, and hadn’t noticed her before. Approaching the figure, whose entrance had been unannounced, he bowed and asked who she was. At this, she suddenly lifted her head and pulled back her veil, revealing pale, sorrowful features. Raoul drew back as if he had seen a ghost. “Louise!” he cried, his voice filled with such deep misery that it seemed a human heart could not produce such a sound without breaking.




Chapter LXI: Wounds within Wounds

Mademoiselle de la Vallière—yes, it was truly her—drew closer. “Yes—Louise,” she murmured. That brief instant was enough for Raoul to regain his composure. “You, mademoiselle?” he said, his tone unfamiliar even to him. “You here?”

“Yes, Raoul,” she answered. “I have been waiting for you.”

“I beg your pardon. When I came in, I didn’t realize—”

“I know,” she softly interrupted. “I asked Olivain not to tell you—” She hesitated, and since Raoul said nothing, silence overtook them. The sound of their hearts seemed to fill the room, each one beating hard but out of rhythm with the other. It was now Louise’s turn to speak, and she finally found the strength.

“I needed to see you,” she said. “It was absolutely necessary for me to meet with you—alone. I took a step that must stay secret, because no one but you could possibly understand why I did it, Monsieur de Bragelonne.”

“Indeed, mademoiselle,” Raoul muttered, nearly suffocated with emotion. “As for myself, no matter how highly you think of me, I must confess—”

“Would you please do me the kindness of sitting and listening?” Louise broke in, her voice gentle and sweet. Raoul looked at her for a moment, then, shaking his head as if in resignation, sat—or rather, collapsed—into a chair. “Speak,” he said. She scanned the room, making sure they were truly alone.

Her look was a pleading prayer, begging secrecy even more powerfully than she had in words. Raoul got up and opened the door. “Olivain,” he said, “I don’t want to see anyone.” Then, turning to Louise, he added, “Isn’t that what you wanted?”

Nothing could have touched Louise more than those words—which seemed to say, “You see, I still know you.” She pressed a handkerchief to her eyes, trying to dry a tear she could not hold back. After taking a moment, she said, “Raoul, please don’t turn that honest, kind gaze away from me. You’re not the sort of man to scorn a woman for having given her heart to another, even if that love has caused you pain or wounded your pride.” Raoul kept silent.

“Alas!” La Vallière continued, “it is true; my situation is a painful one, and I hardly know how to begin. I think I must just tell you everything that has happened to me.”

“I will speak only plain and simple truth, and I believe that will be enough to clear my way, even through the darkness, so I can bring peace to my heart, which aches to open itself at your feet.”

Raoul still said nothing. La Vallière gave him a desperate, pleading look, as if begging for even just a word of encouragement. But Raoul said nothing, and the young woman continued.

“A moment ago,” she said, “M. de Saint-Aignan came to me with a message from the king.” She lowered her eyes as she spoke, and Raoul turned his own away, not meeting her gaze. “M. de Saint-Aignan came on behalf of the king,” she repeated, “and told me that




Chapter LXIII: Three Guests Astonished to Find Themselves at Supper Together

The carriage arrived at the gates of the Bastille. A soldier on guard halted it, but D’Artagnan needed only to utter a single word to gain entry, and the carriage continued on without further delay. As they made their way along the covered path leading to the governor’s residence, D’Artagnan, whose sharp eyes missed nothing—even through walls—suddenly exclaimed, “What’s that out there?”

“Well,” Athos replied calmly, “what is it?”

“Look over there, Athos.”

“In the courtyard?”

“Yes, yes; hurry!”

“Well, it’s a carriage—probably bringing in a prisoner like me.”

“That would be quite amusing.”

“I don’t follow you.”

“Quick, take another look, and pay attention to the man who’s just stepping out of that carriage.”

At that moment, a second sentinel stopped D’Artagnan, and while the formalities were underway, Athos could see, from a distance of a hundred paces, the man his friend had pointed out. He was, in fact, stepping out of the carriage at the door of the governor’s house.

“Well,” D’Artagnan inquired, “do you see him?”

“Yes; he’s a man in a gray suit.”

“What do you think of him?”

“I can’t say much; as I just mentioned, he’s simply a man in a gray suit getting out of a carriage—that’s all.”

“Athos, I’d wager anything that it’s him.”

“Him? Who?”

“Aramis.”

“Aramis arrested? Impossible!”

“I’m not saying he’s arrested; we see him alone in his carriage.”

“Well then, what’s he doing here?”

“Oh! He knows Baisemeaux, the governor,” the musketeer replied slyly. “It seems we’ve arrived just in time.”

“What for?”

“To see what we can see.”

“I regret this meeting immensely. When Aramis sees me, he’ll be annoyed—first at seeing me, and then at being seen.”

“Well reasoned.”

“Unfortunately, there’s no remedy for it. Whenever someone encounters another in the Bastille, even if they wish to avoid the meeting, it’s impossible.”

“Athos, I have an idea. The goal is to spare Aramis the annoyance you mentioned, right?”

“What should we do?”

“Let me explain in my own way. I won’t suggest you tell a lie; that would be impossible for you. But I can produce enough falsehoods for both of us. It’s easy when you’re born with the instincts and habits of a Gascon.”

Athos smiled. The carriage came to a stop at the same place as the other carriage—right at the door of the governor’s house.

“Is it understood, then?” D’Artagnan asked quietly, glancing at his friend. Athos nodded in agreement. They began their ascent up the staircase. One might not be surprised by how easily they had gained entry to the Bastille if one remembers that, before passing through the first gate—the most challenging of all—D’Artagnan had declared he was bringing a prisoner of state. However, by the time they reached the third gate, having already entered the prison, he simply told the sentinel, “To M. Baisemeaux,” and they continued on their way.

In just a few minutes, they found themselves in the governor’s dining room. The first face that caught D’Artagnan’s attention was Aramis, seated next to Baisemeaux, both awaiting the announcement of a meal whose tantalizing aroma filled the entire room. While D’Artagnan feigned surprise, Aramis showed no such pretense; he visibly started at the sight of his two friends, his emotions clearly written on his face. Athos and D’Artagnan offered their usual compliments, while Baisemeaux, utterly astonished by the unexpected arrival of his three guests, began to circle around them in a daze.

“By what fortunate accident—”

“We were just about to ask you that,” D’Artagnan replied.

“Are we going to surrender ourselves as prisoners?” Aramis exclaimed, attempting to sound jovial. “Ah!”

“Ah!” exclaimed D’Artagnan. “It’s true, these walls reek of a prison. Monsieur de Baisemeaux, you invited me to dinner the other day.”

“I?” Baisemeaux gasped.

“Yes, of course you did, even if you now seem so taken aback. Don’t you recall?”

Baisemeaux turned pale, then flushed, glancing at Aramis, who returned his gaze. Finally, he stammered, “Certainly—I’m delighted—but, I swear—I have the worst memory.”

“Well! I see I was mistaken,” D’Artagnan replied, feigning offense.

“Wrong? What do you mean by that?”

“Wrong to remember anything about it, it seems.”

Baisemeaux hurried toward him. “Oh, don’t stand on ceremony, my dear captain,” he said. “I have the worst memory in the world. The moment I stop thinking about my pigeons and their coop, I’m as clueless as the greenest recruit.”

“At least you remember now,” D’Artagnan said boldly.

“Yes, yes,” the governor replied, hesitating. “I think I do remember.”

“It was when you came to the palace to see me. You shared some story about your dealings with M. de Louviere and M. de Tremblay.”

“Oh, yes!”

“Exactly.”

“And what about M. d’Herblay’s kindness toward you?”

“Ah!” Aramis exclaimed, meeting the troubled governor’s gaze. “Yet you just claimed you had no memory, Monsieur de Baisemeaux.”

Baisemeaux cut off the musketeer in the midst of his confessions. “Yes, yes; you’re absolutely right. How could I have forgotten? I remember it now as clearly as day, and I sincerely apologize. But let me assure you, my dear M. d’Artagnan, that now, as always, whether invited or not, you and M. d’Herblay, your friend, are completely at home here,” he said, glancing at Aramis. “And this gentleman, too,” he added, bowing to Athos.

“Well, I thought it would surely turn out this way,” D’Artagnan replied. “That’s why I came. With nothing to occupy my evening at the Palais Royal, I wanted to see for myself what your usual way of life is like. On my way here, I ran into the Comte de la Fere.”

Athos inclined his head. “The comte, who had just left the king, handed me an urgent order. We were nearby, and I wanted to stop by, if only to shake your hand and introduce you to the comte, whom you spoke so highly of that evening at the palace when—”

“Of course, of course—M. le Comte de la Fere?”

“Exactly.”

“The comte is most welcome, I’m sure.”

“And he will dine with you both, I presume, while I, the unfortunate soul that I am, must dash off on a matter of duty. Oh! What happy beings you are, compared to me,” he sighed, echoing the dramatic flair of Porthos.

“So, you’re really going away?” Aramis and Baisemeaux asked in unison, their faces lighting up with genuine surprise—a reaction that didn’t escape D’Artagnan’s notice.

“I leave you in my place,” he replied, “with a noble and excellent guest.” He gave Athos a gentle pat on the shoulder. Athos, equally astonished, couldn’t help but show a hint of his surprise, though only Aramis seemed to catch it; M. de Baisemeaux lacked the perceptiveness of the three friends.

“What, you’re really leaving us?” the governor pressed.

“I’ll only be gone for about an hour, maybe an hour and a half.”

“I’ll be back in time for dessert.”

“Oh! We’ll wait for you,” Baisemeaux replied.

“No, no; that would be quite inconsiderate of me.”

“But you will return, won’t you?” Athos asked, a hint of doubt in his voice.

“Of course,” he said, squeezing his friend’s hand reassuringly. Then, in a hushed tone, he added, “Wait for me, Athos. Be as cheerful and lively as you can, and for Heaven’s sake, don’t mention anything about business.” With another firm grip of the hand, he seemed to remind the comte of the importance of remaining discreet and inscrutable. Baisemeaux escorted D’Artagnan to the gate.

Meanwhile, Aramis, brimming with friendly enthusiasm, settled beside Athos, determined to draw him into conversation. But Athos, embodying every virtue and quality to the highest degree, remained resolutely silent. If necessity had demanded it, he could have been the finest orator in the world; yet on other occasions, he would have preferred death to uttering a word.

Ten minutes after D’Artagnan’s departure, the three gentlemen gathered around a table lavishly spread with a feast of culinary delights. Large roasts, exquisite dishes, preserves, and an impressive variety of wines appeared successively, all served at the king’s expense. M. Colbert would have easily found ways to save two-thirds of that cost, without anyone in the Bastille being any the wiser.

Among them, Baisemeaux was the only one who indulged wholeheartedly in the meal. Aramis sampled everything but barely touched his plate, while Athos, after enjoying the soup and three hors d’oeuvres, chose not to eat anything more.

The conversation unfolded as one might expect among three men so distinctly different in temperament and ideas. Aramis found himself constantly pondering the peculiar coincidence of Athos being at Baisemeaux’s just as D’Artagnan had departed, and why D’Artagnan hadn’t stayed when Athos arrived. Athos, perceptive as ever, delved into the depths of Aramis’s mind, aware that his companion thrived on subterfuge, evasion, and intrigue. He studied Aramis intently, convinced that he was involved in some significant scheme.

As thoughts of his own affairs began to surface, Aramis became lost in speculation about D’Artagnan’s sudden departure from the Bastille and the troubling circumstances surrounding the poorly managed prisoner left behind. Yet, rather than linger on the inner workings of these characters, we shall leave them to their musings, surrounded by the remnants of poultry, game, and fish that Baisemeaux’s generous knife and fork had so thoroughly dissected.

Instead, let us turn our attention to D’Artagnan, who, upon entering the carriage that had brought him, instructed the coachman, “Return to the palace as fast as the horses can gallop.”




Chapter LXIV: What Happened at the Louvre During the Supper at the Bastille

M. de Saint-Aignan had carried out the mission assigned to him by the king concerning La Vallière, as mentioned in a previous chapter. No matter how eloquently he spoke, he could not persuade the young woman that the king was a powerful protector who could keep her safe in any situation, nor could he convince her that, as long as the king was on her side, she needed no one else in the world.

In truth, the very moment Saint-Aignan mentioned the exposure of the terrible secret, Louise, overwhelmed by tears, fell into a despair that would not have been flattering for the king had he witnessed it from a corner of the room. Acting as the king’s ambassador, Saint-Aignan felt almost as insulted by her response as the king himself would have been. He hurried back to the king to report everything he had seen and heard, feeling deeply troubled.

When he finally stood before the king, he found the monarch in an even greater state of agitation than himself. “But,” the king asked the courtier after hearing his account, “what did she decide to do?”

“May I at least see her before supper? Will she come to me, or must I go to her room?”

“I believe, sire, that if your majesty wants to see her, you will not only have to take the first step, but you must also go the whole way.”

“That doesn’t bother me. Do you think she still feels something for young Bragelonne?” the king muttered under his breath.

“Oh, sire, that’s impossible. I am convinced that it is you alone whom Mademoiselle de la Vallière loves, and she loves you with all her heart. But you know that De Bragelonne comes from that proud lineage that embodies the spirit of Roman heroes.”

The king gave a faint smile. He saw the comparison’s truth, especially since Athos had just left him.

“As for Mademoiselle de la Vallière,” Saint-Aignan continued, “she was raised under the strict guidance of the Dowager Madame, so her upbringing was marked by the highest austerity and strictness. She and this young man exchanged their vows with a cool reserve, witnessed only by the indifferent moon and stars. Now, as they face the need to break those vows, they’re thrown into real turmoil.”

Saint-Aignan had hoped to draw a laugh from the king, but instead, Louis’s expression turned from a small smile to complete seriousness. He began to feel the remorse that the comte had warned D’Artagnan he would experience. It struck him that these two young people really did love each other and swore their loyalty; one had kept his word, and the other was too honorable not to feel the sting of her betrayal. On top of his remorse, a sharp spike of jealousy pricked at the king’s heart.

He fell silent, giving up any thought of visiting his mother, the queen, or Madame to lift his spirits and enjoy a laugh, as he often did. Instead, he sank into the large armchair that had once belonged to his father, Louis XIII. So many tiring days and years had passed in the company of Barradat and Cinq-Mars. Saint-Aignan noticed that the king was in no mood for amusement. In a final attempt to help, he mentioned Louise’s name, which immediately caught the king’s attention.

“What is your majesty planning for this evening? Should we notify Mademoiselle de la Vallière of your intention to see her?”

“She seems to already know,” the king replied. After a short pause, he added, “No, no, Saint-Aignan. We will both spend this time thinking and reflecting. When Mademoiselle de la Vallière has finished regretting what she’s now mourning, maybe she’ll have something to tell us.”

“Ah, sire, can it be you misunderstand her heart? It’s so full of devotion.”

The king stood, his face flushed with irritation and annoyance, torn by jealousy and remorse. Just as Saint-Aignan began to sense the awkwardness of the moment, the curtain at the door was drawn back. The king turned quickly, thinking for an instant that a letter from Louise had arrived. Instead of a love note, however, his captain of musketeers stood tall and silent in the doorway.

“M. d’Artagnan,” he said, “ah! Well, monsieur?”

D’Artagnan glanced at Saint-Aignan, and the king’s eyes followed his captain’s. The unspoken exchange would have been clear to anyone, but it was especially obvious to Saint-Aignan. The courtier bowed and left, leaving the king and D’Artagnan alone.

“Is it done?” the king asked.

“Yes, sire,” the captain of the musketeers replied, his voice serious, “it is done.”

The king found himself at a loss for words. Still, pride prevented him from dwelling on his actions; when a sovereign has made a decisive choice, even if unjust, he must show to everyone—especially himself—that he was completely right. The most certain method for doing this is to try to prove his victim in the wrong. Louis, raised by Mazarin and Anne of Austria, understood his role as king better than anyone. So, he sought to assert it now.

After a short pause, during which he reflected silently on the same thoughts we have just expressed, he asked, in a casual tone, “What did the comte say?”

“Nothing at all, sire.”

“He said nothing when you arrested him?”

“He said he expected to be arrested, sire.”

The king raised his head with a proud air. “I presume,” he said, “that M. le Comte de la Fère has stopped playing the stubborn and rebellious part.”

“First of all, sire, what do you mean by rebellious?” the musketeer calmly asked. “A rebel, in the eyes of the king, is someone who does more than allow himself to be imprisoned in the Bastille—he resists those who come to take him there.”

“Who wishes to take him there!” the king exclaimed. “What are you saying, captain? Have you lost your mind?”

“I don’t think so, sire.”

“You’re talking about people who didn’t want to arrest M. de la Fère! Who are these, if I may ask?”

“I would say those whom your majesty asked to do so.”

“But it was you whom I ordered,” said the king.

“Yes, sire; it was I.” “And yet you claim that, despite my orders, you meant not to arrest the man who insulted me?”

“Yes, sire—exactly. I even suggested to the comte that he mount a horse I had made ready for him at the Barrière de la Conférence.”

“And what was your aim in preparing this horse?”

“Why, sire, so that M. le Comte de la Fère could reach Le Havre and from there escape to England.”

“So you betrayed me, then, monsieur?” the king cried, pride flaring.

“Exactly.”

There was nothing to say to such direct words; the king was taken aback by D’Artagnan’s steady fearlessness.

“At least you had a reason for what you did, Monsieur D’Artagnan?” the king asked, a mix of pride and disbelief in his tone.

“I always have a reason for everything, sire.”

“Your reason can’t be your friendship for the comte—not if you hope that will excuse you. I made it clear you had nothing to fear on that account.”

“Me, sire?”

“Did I not give you the choice to arrest or not to arrest M. le Comte de la Fère?”

“Yes, sire, but—”

“But what?” the king broke in impatiently.

“You warned me that if I didn’t arrest him, your captain of the guard would.”

“Was I not considerate enough with you not to force you to obey?”

“With me, sire, yes—but not with my friend. He would be arrested regardless—by me or by the captain of the guards.”

“And this is your devotion, monsieur? Devotion that debates and reasons? You’re no soldier, monsieur!”

“I await your majesty’s judgment on what I am.”

“Well then—you are a Frondeur.”

“And since there is no longer a Fronde, sire, in that case—”

“But if what you say is true—”

“What I say is always true, sire.”

“What have you come to tell me, monsieur?”

“I’ve come to inform your majesty that M. de la Fère is in the Bastille.”

“That doesn’t seem to be your doing.”

“That’s true, sire; but still, he’s there, and your majesty should know.”

“Ah! Monsieur d’Artagnan, so you challenge your king.”

“Sire—”

“Monsieur d’Artagnan!”

“I warn you, you’re trying my patience.”

“On the contrary, sire.”

“What do you mean ‘on the contrary’?”

“I’ve come so that I might be arrested too.”

“To get yourself arrested—you?”

“Of course. My friend will be bored to death in the Bastille all alone, so I suggest your majesty allow me to keep him company. If you give the order, I’ll arrest myself; I assure you, there will be no need for the captain of the guards.”

The king hurried to the table and seized a pen to write the order for D’Artagnan’s imprisonment.

“Understand, monsieur, this is final,” the king declared, his voice full of threat.

“I believe that,” replied the musketeer. “After such an act, you would never be able to look me in the eye again.”

The king threw the pen down. “Leave the room, monsieur!” he commanded.

“Not quite yet, if it pleases your majesty.”

“What did you say?”

“Sire, I’ve come to speak to you calmly and respectfully; you let your temper get the better of you, which is a shame. Still, I will say what I came to say.”

“Your resignation, monsieur—your resignation!” the king cried.

“Sire, you know whether I care about my resignation. On the very day you refused King Charles the million my friend, the Comte de la Fère, offered him, I gave you my resignation.”

“Very well, monsieur—do it at once!”

“No, sire; my resignation isn’t the point now. You just picked up your pen to send me to the Bastille—why are you changing your mind now?”

“D’Artagnan! You Gascon! Tell me—who is king here, you or myself?”

“You, sire, unfortunately.”

“What do you mean, ‘unfortunately’?”

“Yes, sire; for if I were king—”

“If you were king, you’d put up with M. d’Artagnan’s rebellious ways?”

“Certainly.”

“Really?” The king shrugged.

“And I would tell my captain of the musketeers,” D’Artagnan continued, “looking at him as a man, not with burning eyes, ‘M. D’Artagnan, I forgot I was king, for I left my throne to insult a gentleman.’”

“Monsieur,” the king replied, “do you think to excuse your friend by surpassing him in insolence?”

“Oh, sire! I would go much further than he did,” D’Artagnan declared. “And you would be the cause. I would tell you what he, a person of the greatest delicacy, kept from saying: ‘Sire, you sacrificed his son, and he defended that son. You sacrificed yourself; he appealed to you in the name of honor, religion, and virtue, but you pushed him away, drove him off, and imprisoned him.’ I’d be harsher than he was, because I’d say to you: ‘Sire, it’s up to you. Do you want friends or just lackeys? Soldiers or slaves? Noble men or puppets? Do you want men who will serve you, or men who cower and grovel before you?’”

Do you want men to love you, or to fear you? If you prefer to have traitors, deceivers, and cowards around you, then say so, sire, and we’ll depart—those of us who remain, the last true examples of the courage and honor of days gone by. We have done our duty, and perhaps even surpassed the bravery and merit of those already celebrated in history. Choose, sire, and do so




Chapter LXVI: In Which Porthos Is Convinced without Having Understood Anything

The good and noble Porthos, always loyal to the ideals of ancient chivalry, had resolved to wait for M. de Saint-Aignan until sunset. However, as Saint-Aignan failed to appear and Raoul forgot to inform his second, the long wait began to wear on him. Porthos decided to ask one of the gatekeepers to bring him a few bottles of good wine and a hearty joint of meat. At least this way, he could pass the time over a glass or two and something to eat.

Just as he finished his meal, Raoul appeared, accompanied by Grimaud, both riding at full speed. The moment Porthos spotted the two riders hurrying down the road, he had no doubt they were the men he had been waiting for. Rising from the grass where he had been lazily reclining, he stretched his legs and arms, exclaiming, “See what good habits can do! The fellow has finally made up his mind to show up after all.”

“If I had left, he would have found no one here and would have taken advantage of that.” With that, he took on a soldierly posture, standing tall to show off his imposing height. But instead of Saint-Aignan, he was greeted only by Raoul, who came up to him with desperate gestures, exclaiming, “Please forgive me, my dear friend; I am utterly miserable.”

“Raoul!” Porthos exclaimed, taken aback. “You were angry with me?” Raoul embraced Porthos tightly. “Angry? Why would I be?”

“For forgetting you. I swear, my mind feels lost.”

“If only you knew!”

“You’ve killed him?”

“Who?”

“Saint-Aignan. Or if not, what has happened?”

“The situation is that Monsieur le Comte de la Fère has been arrested.”

Porthos gasped, as if struck by lightning. “Arrested!” he exclaimed. “By whom?”

“By D’Artagnan.”

“That’s impossible,” Porthos declared. “My dear friend, it’s absolutely true.”

Porthos turned to Grimaud, seeking a second confirmation. Grimaud nodded gravely. “And where have they taken him?” Porthos demanded.

“Most likely to the Bastille.”

“How do you know?”

“As we passed by, we questioned some people who saw the carriage go by, and others who saw it enter the Bastille.”

“Oh!” muttered Porthos. “What do you plan to do?” Raoul asked.

“I? Nothing; I simply refuse to let Athos remain at the Bastille.”

“Do you realize,” Raoul said, stepping closer to Porthos, “that the arrest was ordered by the king?”

Porthos looked at the young man with a gaze that seemed to say, “What difference does that make to me?” The unspoken message was so clear to Raoul that he didn’t pursue it further. He mounted his horse again, and Porthos, with Grimaud’s help, had already done the same.

“Let’s make a plan,” Raoul suggested.

“Yes,” Porthos replied, “that’s the best idea.”

Raoul sighed deeply, then suddenly stopped. “What’s wrong?” Porthos asked. “Are you feeling faint?”

“No, it’s just that I am painfully aware of how powerless we are.”

“Can the three of us even think of storming the Bastille?”

“Well, if only D’Artagnan were here,” replied Porthos, “I’m not sure we’d fail.”

Raoul couldn’t help but admire the sheer confidence radiating from Porthos, so heroic in its simplicity. These were the legendary men who, in small numbers, had taken on armies and besieged castles! They had faced death itself, survived the chaos of a tumultuous age, and still stood strong, more formidable than the youngest among them.

“Monsieur,” Raoul said to Porthos, “you’ve just given me a great idea; we absolutely must find M. d’Artagnan.”

“No doubt about it.”

“He must have returned home by now, after taking my father to the Bastille. Let’s go to his house.”

“First, let’s check at the Bastille,” suggested Grimaud, who was known for speaking little, but always with purpose.

They hurried toward the fortress when, by a stroke of luck that fate often grants to those with strong wills, Grimaud suddenly spotted a carriage entering through the fortress’s main gate. This was just as D’Artagnan was returning from his visit with the king. Raoul pressed his horse forward, eager to catch up with the carriage and see who was inside. But the horses had already crossed to the other side of the gate, which closed behind them. A sentry struck Raoul’s horse on the nose with his musket, forcing Raoul to turn back, although he was relieved to have at least learned something about the carriage that had taken his father.

“We have him,” Grimaud said. “If we wait a bit longer, he’s sure to come out. Don’t you agree, my friend?”

“Unless D’Artagnan is also a prisoner,” Porthos replied, “in which case, we’ve lost everything.”

Raoul remained silent; anything seemed possible at that moment.

He instructed Grimaud to lead the horses down the quiet street of Jean-Beausire, where they would draw less attention. Meanwhile, he kept his eyes fixed on the gate, waiting for either D’Artagnan or the carriage to reappear. His instincts were right; within twenty minutes, the gates opened, and the carriage came out again. The bright light momentarily blinded Raoul, making it hard for him to see who was inside. Grimaud claimed to have seen two figures, one of whom was undoubtedly his master.

Porthos looked from Raoul to Grimaud, trying to read their thoughts. “It’s clear,” Grimaud said, “that if the comte is in the carriage, he’s either been released or they’re taking him to another prison.”

“We’ll soon know, by the direction they take,” Porthos replied.

“If he’s been freed,” Grimaud said, “they’ll take him home.”

“True,” agreed Porthos. “But that’s not the way the carriage is going,” Raoul exclaimed, seeing the horses disappearing down the Faubourg St. Antoine. “We need to hurry,” Porthos urged. “We can intercept the carriage on the road and warn Athos to escape.”

“Rebellion,” Raoul murmured. Porthos shot Raoul another look as intense as before. Raoul simply spurred his horse forward.

Within a few moments, the three riders had caught up to the carriage, riding so closely that their horses’ breath fogged up the back of it. D’Artagnan, ever alert, heard the rhythm of their gallop just as Raoul told Porthos to pass the carriage and see who was with Athos. Porthos did as he was asked, but the lowered blinds blocked his view. Frustration and impatience began to build in Raoul as he noticed the secrecy surrounding Athos’s companion. Determined to get to the bottom of things, he prepared to take more decisive action. Meanwhile, D’Artagnan had recognized both Porthos and Raoul from beneath the blinds and quietly pointed them out to the comte.

They both waited to see if Raoul and Porthos would take matters into their own hands. They didn’t hesitate—a moment later, Raoul, leveling his pistol, lunged at the leader and ordered the coachmen to stop. Porthos grabbed the coachman and pulled him from his seat. Meanwhile, Grimaud had already seized the carriage door. Raoul threw open his arms and called out, “M. le comte!”

“M. le Comte!”

“Ah! Is it you, Raoul?” Athos exclaimed, his heart brimming with joy. “Not bad!” D’Artagnan added with a hearty laugh, and they both embraced the young man, together with Porthos, who counted them as his own. “My brave Porthos! The best of friends,” Athos declared. “You’re still the same as ever.”

“He’s still only twenty,” D’Artagnan remarked, grinning at their steadfast friend. “Brave Porthos!”

“Confound it,” Porthos replied, a bit embarrassed. “We thought you were being arrested.”

“While,” Athos interjected, “the situation was simply that I was taking a drive in M.

“d’Artagnan’s carriage.”

“But we followed you from the Bastille,” Raoul said, his tone edged with suspicion and reproach. “We had just come from supper with our friend M. Baisemeaux. Do you remember Baisemeaux, Porthos?”

“Very well, indeed.”

“And there we saw Aramis.”

“In the Bastille?”

“At supper.”

“Ah!” Porthos exclaimed, visibly relieved. “He sent a thousand greetings for you.”

“And where is M. le Comte headed?” Grimaud asked, already rewarded with a smile from his master.

“We’re heading back to Blois.”

“How is that possible?”

“Immediately?” Raoul asked. “Yes, at once.”

“With no luggage?”

“Oh! Raoul would have been told to send mine ahead or to bring it with him when he returns—if he returns.”

“If nothing keeps him in Paris longer,” D’Artagnan said, his gaze sharp and unyielding, a harsh reminder of wounds still fresh for the young man. “He would do well to follow you, Athos.”

“There’s nothing holding me in Paris anymore,” Raoul announced. “So we’ll leave right away.”

“And what about M. d’Artagnan?”

“Oh! As for me, I’m only accompanying Athos to the barrier, and then I’ll return with Porthos.”

“All right,” Porthos replied.

“Come, my son,” the comte said gently, putting his arm around Raoul’s neck to draw him into the carriage for another embrace. “Grimaud,” he continued, “you’ll bring your horse and M. du Vallon’s back to Paris quietly. Raoul and I will ride here and leave the carriage for these two gentlemen to take back to Paris. When you arrive, please gather my clothes and letters and forward everything to me at home.”

“But,” Raoul protested, hoping to prolong the conversation, “when you come back to Paris, there won’t be a single thing left for you—that’ll be terribly inconvenient.”

“I suspect it’ll be a long time before I return to Paris, Raoul. Our last stay gave me little reason to want to come again.”

Raoul lowered his head, silent. Athos stepped down from the carriage and mounted the horse that had brought Porthos, who seemed quite pleased with the swap. The friends embraced, shook hands, and exchanged repeated promises of eternal friendship.

Porthos promised to spend a month with Athos at the first opportunity. D’Artagnan resolved to make the most of his upcoming leave of absence. After embracing Raoul for what seemed the last time, he said, “I’ll write to you, my boy.” From D’Artagnan, who rarely wrote letters, these words meant everything. Raoul was moved to tears. At last, he tore himself away from the musketeer and left.

D’Artagnan rejoined Porthos in the carriage. “Well,” he said, “my dear friend, what a day we’ve had!”

“Indeed we have,” Porthos replied. “You must be worn out.”

“Not entirely; but I intend to go to bed early so I’m ready for tomorrow.”

“And why is that?”

“To finish what I started.”

“You give me chills, my friend. You seem quite angry. What have you done that’s left unfinished?”

“Listen; Raoul hasn’t fought, but I must fight!”

“With whom? With the king?”

“What!” exclaimed Porthos, startled. “With the king?”

“Yes, that’s exactly it, you great fool—against the king.”

“I thought it was with M. Saint-Aignan.”

“That’s what I mean: you’re crossing swords with the king when you fight this gentleman.”

“Ah!” Porthos said, staring in disbelief. “Are you sure?”

“Absolutely.”

“What on earth are we supposed to do, then?”

“We’ll try to enjoy a good supper, Porthos. The captain of the musketeers throws a decent dinner. You’ll see the handsome Saint-Aignan there and raise a toast to his health.”

“Me?” cried Porthos, horrified.

“What!” exclaimed D’Artagnan. “You refuse to toast the king’s health?”

“But, for heaven’s sake! I’m not talking about the king at all; I’m talking about M. de Saint-Aignan.”

“But when I say it’s the same thing?”

“Well, well!” Porthos replied, still flustered. “You understand, don’t you?”

“No,” Porthos answered, “but it’s all the same.”




Chapter LXVII: M. de Baisemeaux’s “Society”

The reader will remember that when D’Artagnan and the Comte de la Fère left the Bastille, they left Aramis deep in conversation with Baisemeaux.

After his two guests departed, Baisemeaux didn’t feel at a loss. He had always believed that wine after supper—especially Bastille wine—was excellent and served as the best way for any honest man to get chatty. What he didn’t realize was that His Greatness was never more unreadable than during dessert. Still, His Greatness clearly saw what M. de Baisemeaux was hoping for: the governor was trying to draw him into conversation using techniques he trusted.

As it turned out, while the conversation seemed to flow easily, it was actually quite dull. Baisemeaux led most of it, fixated on the strange case of Athos’s imprisonment, followed by the quick order for his release.

Baisemeaux had noticed that both the arrest and release orders came from the king himself, which was rare unless there were urgent reasons. Everything about it was highly interesting—and, most importantly, confusing—to Baisemeaux. For Aramis, however, the situation was obvious and uncomplicated. He didn’t see the same importance in it as the governor did. Besides, Aramis wasn’t the type to go out of his way for anything, and as of yet, he hadn’t even told M. de Baisemeaux why he was involved at all. Just when Baisemeaux reached the climax of his musings, Aramis interrupted him abruptly.

“Tell me, my dear Baisemeaux,” he asked, “have you ever had any entertainments at the Bastille, aside from those I’ve seen during my two or three visits?”

The question startled the governor, leaving him briefly speechless, like a weather vane suddenly turning against the wind. “Entertainments?” he echoed. “Oh, I have them all the time, monseigneur.”

“Really? What kind?”

“There are many sorts.”

“You mean visits?”

“No, not visits. They’re pretty rare at the Bastille.”

“Visits are rare?”

“Very much so.”

“Even from your own group?”

“Which group do you mean—my prisoners?”

“No, of course not! You visit your prisoners, not the other way around. By your group, my dear Baisemeaux, I mean the society of which you are a member.”

Baisemeaux stared sharply at Aramis, and then answered, as if dismissing the idea as absurd, “Oh, I have very little society just now.”

If I’m honest with you, dear M. d’Herblay, living at the Bastille is mostly unpleasant and uninviting for anyone who appreciates society. As for the ladies, they arrive trembling, and I have to work hard to put them at ease. Who could blame them for being afraid, poor things, when they see those dark dungeons and know who’s inside—” As Aramis met his gaze, Baisemeaux faltered, trailing off entirely. “No, you don’t get me, my dear M. Baisemeaux; you simply don’t understand.”

“I’m not talking about society generally, but a particular one—the society that you are a member of.”

Baisemeaux nearly lost his grip on the muscat he was about to drink. “Member,” he cried, “member!”

“Yes, a member, without doubt,” Aramis replied, perfectly composed. “Are you not part of a secret society, my dear M. Baisemeaux?”

“Secret?”

“Secret or mysterious.”

“Oh, M. d’Herblay!”

“Think about it; don’t deny it.”

“But trust me.”

“I believe what I know.”

“I swear to you.”

“Look, my dear M. Baisemeaux: I say yes, you say no. One of us is telling the truth, and the other, naturally, must be lying.”

“Well, then?”

“Well, we’ll clear it up soon.”

“Let’s see,” said Baisemeaux. “Let’s see.”

“Drink your muscat now, dear Monsieur de Baisemeaux,” said Aramis.

“What on earth! You look rather frightened.”

“No, no; not at all, I assure you.”

“Then drink.” Baisemeaux drank, but choked a little. “Well,” Aramis continued, “if you aren’t a member of a secret or mysterious society—whatever you want to call it, the name doesn’t matter—if you aren’t part of such a group, then you’ll have no idea what I’m about to say. That’s all.”

“Oh! I promise, I won’t understand anything.”

“Well, well!”

“Go ahead, let’s hear it!”

“That’s just what I mean to do.”

“But if you are a member of this society, you’ll answer me at once—yes or no.”

“Ask your questions,” Baisemeaux replied, trembling. “You’ll admit, dear Monsieur de Baisemeaux,” Aramis continued, as calmly as ever, “that it’s obvious a man can’t be part of a society, nor benefit from it, unless he’s agreed to some obligations.”

“In short,” Baisemeaux stuttered, “that makes sense, if—”

“Well,” resumed Aramis, “I speak of a society I know, but it seems you’re not a member—”

“Let me—” Baisemeaux broke in.

“I can’t say for sure,” he replied.

“There’s an agreement between all the governors and captains of fortresses who are in the order.” Baisemeaux grew pale. “Now, the terms of this agreement,” Aramis said firmly, “are as follows.”

Baisemeaux stood up, clearly moved. “Go on, dear M. d’Herblay, please,” he urged. Aramis then recited, as if reading aloud: “The above-mentioned captain or governor of a fortress shall allow, when needed and at the prisoner’s request, the entry of a confessor who is affiliated with the order.” He paused. Baisemeaux looked utterly shaken, his face turning pale and trembling. “Is that not the wording?” Aramis asked, quietly.

“Monseigneur!” Baisemeaux said, his voice pleading. “Ah! Now you’re starting to understand.”

“Monseigneur, I beg you, don’t torture my mind! I feel utterly helpless if you mean to come after the few secrets of my job.”

“Oh, never; please don’t get me wrong, dear M. Baisemeaux. I’m not after your official secrets, just those of your conscience.”

“Well then, let it be my conscience, dear M.

“d’Herblay. But please realize the odd position I’m in.”

“It certainly is unique, my dear sir,” Aramis replied, his voice steady, “if you are a member of this society; yet it’s quite normal if you’re free from any such ties. Then you answer only to the king.”

“Well, sir, exactly! I answer only to the king. Who else would you expect a French nobleman to serve?”

Aramis replied smoothly, “It’s wonderful to hear a man of your standing state your loyalty like that, dear De Baisemeaux. Hearing you, I can only believe what you say.”

“Have you ever doubted, sir?”

“Me? Oh, never!”

“So you doubt no longer?”

“I have no doubt now,” Aramis said gravely, “that a man of your rank does not serve the masters he has chosen for himself with true faith.”

“Masters!” Baisemeaux cried. “Yes, masters, as I said.”

“Monsieur d’Herblay, you’re joking, aren’t you?”

“Oh, certainly!”

“I know it’s harder to have several masters than just one; but really, that’s your problem, M. Baisemeaux, not mine.”

“Certainly not,” the increasingly distressed governor replied. “But what are you doing? Are you getting up from the table?”

“Yes, I am.”

“You’re leaving?”

“I am.”

“But you’re acting strangely toward me, monseigneur.”

“Strangely? What do you mean?”

“Do you mean to torment me?”

“No, I promise I don’t.”

“Then stay.”

“I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because there’s nothing left for me here; in fact, I have duties elsewhere.”

“Duties at this hour?”

“Yes, listen closely, dear De Baisemeaux: I was told at my previous place, ‘the above-named governor or captain must admit the confessor of the order, at the prisoner’s request.’ I came here, but you don’t seem to understand what I mean. So I must go back and tell them they’re mistaken, and I must be sent somewhere else.”

“What! You are—” Baisemeaux exclaimed, staring at Aramis with a look of dread. “The confessor of the order,” Aramis answered, calmly. Yet his tone, though gentle, struck the poor governor like thunder. Baisemeaux went pale, and it seemed as if Aramis’s gaze blazed straight into his soul.

“The confessor!” he whispered. “You, monseigneur, the confessor of the order!”

“Yes, that’s me; but we have nothing to discuss, since you are


