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# About The D’Artagnan Romances

Spanning decades of French history and filled with swordfights, court intrigue, and unwavering camaraderie, the D’Artagnan Series (also known as the Musketeers Saga) by Alexandre Dumas has captured readers' imaginations for generations. These six novels, beginning with The Three Musketeers and concluding with The Man in the Iron Mask, follow the young Gascon D’Artagnan on his transformative journey from an ambitious youth eager to join the King’s Musketeers to a seasoned veteran navigating the delicate politics of the French court. Set in the 17th century—a period of royal ascendancy, shifting alliances, and fierce power struggles—the saga skillfully weaves historical events with adventurous storytelling.

At the center of these stories is the profound bond between D’Artagnan and his three inseparable friends—Athos, Porthos, and Aramis. Their motto, “All for one and one for all,” is more than just words; it guides them through deadly plots, personal rivalries, and the ever-present dangers facing the King and France. What begins in The Three Musketeers as a youthful quest for honor and fame transforms into a tribute to loyalty and friendship as the men grow older and face new challenges. Twenty Years After brings them together again during a time of civil unrest, with each of them more experienced and burdened by the complexities of adult life.

The continuing volumes—The Vicomte de Bragelonne, Ten Years Later, and Louise de la Vallière—delve deeper into both the personal lives of the musketeers and the shifting fortunes of the French monarchy. The heroes age, ambitions change, and a new generation faces its own turbulent fate. Amid court intrigue and family secrets, D’Artagnan’s steadfast spirit endures as he tries to balance duty, loyalty, and his own desires.

The series ultimately reaches its moving conclusion in The Man in the Iron Mask, where long-buried secrets threaten to shake the foundations of the kingdom itself. As these beloved characters face the end of their legendary adventures, the final chapters echo themes of honor, sacrifice, and the passage of time. Together, these six novels create not just an epic tale of daring exploits, but a deeply human story exploring friendship, fidelity, and the enduring pursuit of noble ideals.

## D’Artagnan Series: Titles and Publication Years

Originally published as a serial, these novels can be organized in several ways. The breakdown below reflects the structure used in this edition.

## D’Artagnan Series: Titles and Publication Years

Originally published as a serial, these novels can be organized in several ways. The breakdown below reflects the structure used in this edition.

1. **The Three Musketeers**
    1. Published: 1844
2. **Twenty Years After**
    1. Published: 1845
3. **The Vicomte de Bragelonne**
    1. Published (serialized): 1847–1850
4. **Ten Years Later**
    1. Published (serialized): 1847–1850
    2. *(Note: Often presented as part of “The Vicomte de Bragelonne.”)*
5. **Louise de la Vallière**
    1. Published (serialized): 1847–1850
    2. *(Note: Often presented as part of “The Vicomte de Bragelonne.”)*
6. **The Man in the Iron Mask**
    1. Published (serialized): 1847–1850
    2. *(Note: Often presented as the final section of “The Vicomte de Bragelonne.”)*

# Books in the Series

## The Three Musketeers (1844)

The first novel in the D’Artagnan Series introduces readers to the young D’Artagnan, an ambitious Gascon who travels to Paris hoping to join the King’s Musketeers. Almost at once, he becomes caught up in duels, courtly rivalries, and dangerous conspiracies orchestrated by the shrewd Cardinal Richelieu and his agents. Amid the intrigue, he befriends Athos, Porthos, and Aramis—three musketeers whose loyalty and bravery are as legendary as their swordsmanship. Dumas’s lively prose draws the reader into a whirlwind of cloak-and-dagger adventures set against the royal backdrop of 17th-century France. At its core, the novel celebrates camaraderie and courage, establishing the timeless motto “All for one and one for all.” Along the way, themes of honor, friendship, and youthful ambition intertwine, setting the stage for the epic journey to come in later novels.

## Twenty Years After (1845)

Set two decades after the events of *The Three Musketeers*, this sequel finds the once inseparable friends leading very different lives. France is in the midst of civil strife, and Cardinal Mazarin now rules behind the scenes for the young King Louis XIV. As civil war threatens to tear the country apart, D’Artagnan is called on to reunite Athos, Porthos, and Aramis—though none of them are quite the same as before. The novel delves more deeply into the characters’ personal struggles and sacrifices, exploring what happens when youthful ideals are tested by time, politics, and personal challenges. Through its underlying themes of loyalty and redemption, *Twenty Years After* shows that even as passions fade and perspectives shift, the bonds formed in youth can endure.

## The Vicomte de Bragelonne (1847–1850)

Now older and more experienced, D’Artagnan returns to serve during the rising reign of Louis XIV. This volume, often considered the first part of a larger narrative that includes the next two books, introduces Raoul de Bragelonne—the son of Athos—and traces the evolving political and romantic landscapes of the French court in the mid-17th century. As the original musketeers come to terms with passing on their legacy, new intrigues develop among the king, his ministers, and nobles vying for influence. *The Vicomte de Bragelonne* explores the transition between generations while maintaining the swashbuckling spirit and camaraderie that made the earlier novels beloved.

## Ten Years Later (1847–1850)

As a continuation of *The Vicomte de Bragelonne*, this volume follows the consequences of decisions made at court and the development of Raoul, who stands at the threshold of his destiny. Louis XIV’s power is growing, and court intrigues intensify, drawing both old and new characters into a dance of politics and passion. In the midst of these challenges, D’Artagnan finds himself balancing duty and loyalty to a maturing monarch, while coping with changes among his longtime friends. Through political maneuvering and romantic entanglements alike, *Ten Years Later* deepens the central themes of honor, betrayal, and the weight of secrets behind the splendor of the royal court.

## Louise de la Vallière (1847–1850)

*Louise de la Vallière* focuses on the young woman who captures the heart of King Louis XIV, sparking a love affair that shakes the court. Amid personal turmoil, Raoul de Bragelonne faces unrequited love and challenges that force him to reconsider his loyalties and future. As the characters navigate conflicting desires, tension runs just beneath the surface of power. Dumas masterfully blends high-stakes romance with ongoing political intrigue, reminding readers that beyond the sparkle of royal privilege lie heartbreak and sacrifice.

## The Man in the Iron Mask (1847–1850)

The final novel in the series reveals the enduring mysteries of the earlier volumes, culminating in the enigmatic figure of the man in the iron mask. D’Artagnan, together with the now-aging musketeers, must confront secrets that threaten to destabilize the very foundation of the throne and their treasured friendships. In this poignant conclusion, Dumas explores themes of identity, legacy, and loyalty as the heroes who once fought side by side reach the sunset of their storied lives. *The Man in the Iron Mask* stands as a powerful finale to the D’Artagnan saga, combining the thrill of adventure with a reflective perspective on the passage of time and the burdens of duty.


# Chapter I: The Prisoner

Since Aramis’s remarkable transformation into a confessor of the order, Baisemeaux had become a changed man. Until that moment, Aramis had held a position of respect in the governor’s eyes, as a prelate and a friend to whom he owed a debt of gratitude. But now, Baisemeaux felt diminished, fully aware that Aramis had become his superior.

He lit a lantern, called for a turnkey, and returned to Aramis, saying, “I am at your service, monseigneur.” Aramis simply nodded, a gesture that conveyed, “Very good,” and motioned for him to lead the way. Baisemeaux stepped forward, Aramis following closely behind. The night was calm and beautiful, with starlight overhead; the footsteps of the three men echoed on the stone terraces, while the clinking of keys on the jailer’s belt served as a stark reminder to the prisoners that freedom was forever out of reach.

It could be said that the change in Baisemeaux extended even to the prisoners. The turnkey, who had been inquisitive and curious when Aramis arrived, was now not only silent but also expressionless. He kept his head down, as if afraid even to listen.

They made their way to the basement of the Bertaudiere, quietly and somewhat slowly ascending the first two stories. Baisemeaux, though obedient, showed no eagerness to comply. When they reached the door, he seemed ready to enter the prisoner’s chamber, but Aramis stopped him at the threshold. “The rules do not allow the governor to hear a prisoner’s confession,” he said.

Baisemeaux bowed and stepped aside, letting Aramis take the lantern and go in. He then signaled for the door to be closed behind him. For a moment, he stood still, listening to ensure that Baisemeaux and the turnkey had left. Once he was certain—confirmed by the sound of their retreating footsteps—he placed the lantern on the table and looked around.

On a bed of green serge, much like the others in the Bastille but distinctly newer, a young man was lying, half-hidden behind the curtains. This was the same young man previously introduced as Aramis. By custom, the prisoner was left without light; at curfew, he was required to extinguish his lamp. It was a small mercy that he could keep it burning until then. Next to the bed, a large leather armchair with twisted legs held his discarded clothing. A small table, utterly bare—deprived of pens, books, paper, or ink—stood forlornly by the window, while several untouched dishes showed the prisoner had barely touched his supper. Aramis observed the young man lying on the bed, his face partially concealed by his arms.

The arrival of a visitor did not cause the young man to move; he either waited in expectation or slept. Aramis lit the candle from the lantern, pushed back the armchair, and approached the bed, clearly both interested and respectful. The young man lifted his head.

“What is it?” he asked.

“You requested a confessor,” Aramis replied.

“Yes.”

“Because you were ill?”

“Yes.”

“Very ill?”

The young man fixed Aramis with a penetrating look and replied, “I thank you.” After a brief silence, he added, “I have seen you before.”

Aramis bowed. The prisoner’s recent scrutiny of the cold, calculating, and imperious features of the Bishop of Vannes could not have been reassuring given his precarious situation. He answered, “I am better now.”

“And so?” Aramis asked. “If you are better, then you no longer require a confessor.”

“Not even the hair-cloth mentioned in the note you found in your bread?”

The young man flinched, but before he could answer, Aramis continued, “Not even the ecclesiastic from whom you were to receive an important revelation?”

“If that is so,” the young man said, sinking back onto his pillow, “then it is different; I am listening.”

Aramis studied him more closely, noticing the natural majesty in his demeanor—an air that only Heaven itself can bestow. “Sit down, monsieur,” the prisoner said. Aramis bowed and complied. “How do you find the Bastille?” the bishop asked.

“Very well.”

“You are not suffering?”

“No.”

“You have nothing to regret?”

“Nothing.”

“Not even your freedom?”

“What do you mean by freedom, monsieur?” the prisoner replied, his tone as if bracing for challenge. “To me, freedom is flowers, air, light, stars—the joy of walking wherever strength and youth may lead you.”

The young man smiled, though it was hard to tell if it was resignation or contempt. “Look,” he said, “in that Japanese vase, I have two roses I picked last evening from the governor’s garden. This morning, they have bloomed, opening their petals before my very eyes. With each petal, they release their fragrance, filling the room with a sweet scent. Look at these two roses; even among roses, they are beautiful, and the rose is the most beautiful flower of all. Why should I long for other flowers when I already have the best?”

Aramis gazed at the young man in surprise. “If *flowers* are freedom,” the captive continued with a tinge of sadness, “then I am free, for I have them.”

“But the air!” Aramis exclaimed. “Air is essential!”

“Well, monsieur,” the prisoner replied, “step closer to the window; it is open.”

Between earth and sky, the wind passes, carrying hail and lightning, bringing both stifling mists and gentle breezes. It caresses my face. Seated on the armchair’s back, my arm over the window bars, I imagine I’m moving in the vast space before me.

Aramis’s face darkened as the young man continued, “I have light! Could anything be better than light? I have the sun, a friend who visits daily without permission from the governor or jailer. He beams in through the window, casting a bright square, lighting up my bed and warming the floor.”

This glowing square grows brighter from ten to noon, fades from one to three—as if it rushes to greet me only to later mourn my absence. When its last ray vanishes, I realize I have basked in its warmth for five hours. Is that not enough? I’ve heard tales of people in quarries and mines who never glimpse the sun at all.” Aramis wiped his brow.

“As for the stars, which are so wonderful to watch,” the young man went on, “they are all similar, only differing in size and brightness. I consider myself lucky; but for your candle, you would have seen the beautiful stars I was admiring from my couch before you entered, their silver rays filling my mind.”

Aramis bowed his head, feeling overwhelmed by the bitterness of that dark philosophy—the religion of a captive.

“So much for flowers, air, daylight, and stars,” the young man continued calmly. “What remains is exercise. Do I not walk daily in the governor’s garden when the weather is good—and here when it rains? I enjoy the fresh air in summer, and in winter, thanks to my stove, perfect warmth. Ah, monsieur, do you not see that men have done everything possible for me—everything a man could want?”

“Men!” Aramis replied. “Perhaps, but you seem to forget about Heaven.”

“I have, indeed, forgotten Heaven,” the prisoner murmured, emotion in his voice. “But what use is it to speak of Heaven to a prisoner?”

Aramis stared at the unusual young man, who had the resignation of a martyr and the smile of an atheist.

“Is Heaven not present in all things?” he gently reproached.

“It is, rather, at the end of all things,” the prisoner answered firmly.

“Very well,” Aramis replied. “Let us go back to where we started.”

“I ask nothing else,” the young man replied. “I am your confessor.”

“Yes.”

“Then, as a penitent, you must tell me the truth.”

“My only wish is to do so.”

“Every prisoner has committed an act that brought him here. What is yours?”

“You asked me the same when we first met,” the prisoner said. “And, as before, you avoid answering.”

“And what makes you think I will answer now?”

“Because now I am your confessor.”

“Then, if you want me to reveal my crime, first explain what makes a crime.”

"So long as my conscience is clear, I am not a criminal."

"We are often called criminals by the powerful—not always for our deeds, but sometimes merely for being aware of their misdeeds."

The prisoner listened closely. "Yes, I understand," he replied after a moment. "You are right, monsieur; it may be that, in that sense, I am a criminal in the powerful’s eyes."

"Ah! So there is something you know," Aramis said, sensing he had struck a nerve. "No, I do not know anything concrete," the young man replied. "But sometimes I think—and I tell myself—"

"What do you tell yourself?"

"That if I thought a bit more, I might either go mad or learn something profound."

"And then? And then?" Aramis urged, growing impatient.

"Then I stop."

"You stop?"

"Yes; my thoughts scramble, and a kind of melancholy overtakes me. I feel ennui—that restless emptiness; I wish—"

"Wish for what?"

"I'm not sure; but I dislike wishing for what I lack when I am so content with what I have."

"Are you afraid of death?" Aramis asked, a hint of concern in his tone.

"Yes," the young man replied, with a smile.

Aramis felt a chill run through him at the smile, and shuddered. “Oh, if you fear death, you know more than you say,” he exclaimed. “And you,” the prisoner replied, “who pushed me to request this meeting; you, who—when I did—came here promising full confidence—why do you stay quiet and leave me to talk? Since we both wear masks, let us either keep them on or remove them together.”

Aramis recognized the truth in this, thinking to himself, *This is no ordinary man; I must be careful.* “Are you ambitious?” he asked abruptly, catching the prisoner off guard.

“What do you mean by ambitious?” the young man replied.

“Ambition,” Aramis explained, “is the desire for more—much more—than one has now.”

“I said I was content, monsieur; but perhaps I am lying to myself.”

I am not familiar with ambition, yet perhaps I possess some. Share your thoughts with me; that is all I ask.”

“An ambitious man,” Aramis said, “desires what is beyond his station.”

“I desire nothing beyond my station,” the young man answered, his confidence causing the Bishop of Vannes to tremble again. He fell silent. But the young man’s intense eyes, his furrowed brow, and thoughtful manner clearly showed he expected more than silence—a silence Aramis broke at last. “You lied to me the first time we met,” he said.

“Lied!” the young man cried, rising from his couch. Fire in his eyes made Aramis recoil.

“I should mention,” Aramis replied with a bow, “that you have concealed from me your knowledge of your early years.”

“A man’s secrets are his own, monsieur,” the prisoner replied sharply, “and not for every stranger to discover.”

“True,” Aramis said, bowing lower, “that is true. But do I still remain a stranger to you? I ask you to answer me, monseigneur.”

The title unsettled the prisoner, but he did not seem surprised by it. “I do not know you, monsieur,” he said. “Oh, if I dared, I would take your hand and kiss it!”

For a moment, it seemed the young man might extend his hand to Aramis, but the light in his eyes faded, and he pulled back with a cold, mistrustful air. “Kiss a prisoner’s hand?” he said, shaking his head. “What use would that be?”

“Then why did you tell me,” Aramis insisted, “that you were happy here? That you had no desires?”

“Why, in short, do you keep me from returning your frankness?”

The same glimmer appeared in the young man’s eyes a third time, then faded. “You do not trust me,” Aramis said. “And why do you say so, monsieur?”

“For a simple reason: if you know what you ought to know, you should distrust everyone.”

“Then you cannot be surprised that I am wary, since you believe I know what I do not.”

Aramis felt admiration for such spirited resistance. “Oh, monseigneur! You drive me to despair,” he exclaimed, striking the chair’s arm. “And I, for my part, do not understand you, monsieur.”

“Well, then, try to understand me.” The prisoner fixed his gaze intently on Aramis.

“Sometimes it seems to me,” Aramis said, “that the man I seek is right before me, and then—”

“And then he vanishes, doesn’t he?” the prisoner replied with a smile. “Perhaps that's for the best.”

Aramis stood up. “Indeed,” he said. “I have nothing more to say to someone who mistrusts me as you do.”

“And I, monsieur,” the prisoner answered in kind, “have nothing to say to a man who fails to see that a prisoner must be suspicious of everyone.”

“Even his old friends?” Aramis challenged. “Oh, monseigneur, you are too cautious!”

“Old friends? You call yourself an old friend?”

“Do you not remember,” Aramis said, “seeing me once in the village where you grew up—”

“Do you know the name of that village?” the prisoner asked.

“Noisy-le-Sec, monseigneur,” Aramis answered without hesitation.

“Go on,” said the young man, his expression unyielding.

“Enough, monseigneur,” Aramis said. “If you insist on continuing this game, let us end it now. I do have news for you, but you must prove you truly want to hear it. Before I reveal what’s left, I need a sign—if not sincere honesty, at least a little trust. This charade holds me back. Oh, not for the reason you may think; despite your ignorance or the indifference you pretend, you are who you are, monseigneur, and nothing—nothing, do you hear?—can change that.”

“I promise,” the prisoner said, “that I will listen without impatience.”

"It seems I am right to repeat my question: 'Who *are* you?'"

“Do you remember, fifteen or eighteen years ago, seeing a cavalier at Noisy-le-Sec, accompanied by a lady in black silk with flame-colored ribbons?”

“Yes,” the young man said. “I asked about that cavalier’s name and was told he was the Abbé d’Herblay. I was surprised an abbé could look so martial but learned he had been one of Louis XIII’s musketeers.”

“Well,” Aramis went on, “that musketeer and abbé, who became the bishop of Vannes, is your confessor now.”

“I know; I recognized you.”

“Then, monseigneur, if you know that, let me add one thing: if the king learned tonight that this musketeer, this abbé, this bishop, this confessor was here—he, who has risked everything to visit you, would face the executioner’s axe in a dungeon darker than yours.”

As Aramis spoke, the young man sat upright on his couch, gazing at Aramis. His intense stare seemed to give him new confidence. “Yes,” he said softly, “I remember clearly. The woman you mentioned came with you once, then twice with another.” He faltered. “With another who visited you monthly, correct, monseigneur?”

“Yes.”

“Do you know who that lady was?”

A spark of recognition came to the prisoner’s eyes.

“I know she was a lady of the court,” he said. “You remember her vividly, don’t you?”

“Oh, I remember quite clearly,” the young prisoner said. “I saw her once with a gentleman about forty-five years old. I saw her once with you and another lady dressed in black. After that, I saw her twice more with the same man. These four people, with my master, old Perronnette, my jailer, and the governor, are all the people I’ve ever spoken to—nearly all I’ve ever seen.”

“So you were in prison?”

“If I am a prisoner here, I was relatively free before, but only within narrow limits—a house I never left, a walled garden I couldn’t escape; that was my world. But you know that, since you’ve been there.”

Long used to this limited world, I never wanted to leave. Thus, monsieur, since I know nothing of the world beyond, you must explain every detail as you relate your story.”

“I will,” Aramis replied with a bow. “It is my duty, monseigneur.”

“Very well, then. Start by telling me about my tutor.”

“A worthy, and above all, honorable man, monseigneur; a suitable guide for both body and mind. Did you ever find reason to complain of him?”

“Oh, never; quite the opposite. But this gentleman often told me my father and mother were dead. Did he lie, or was it true?”

“He had to obey the orders given him.”

“So he lied?”

“In one way. Your father is dead.”

“And my mother?”

“She is dead *to you*.”

“But she’s alive to others, isn’t she?”

“Yes.”

“And I—am I then doomed to live in prison darkness?” The young man fixed his sharp gaze on Aramis.

“Alas!”

“I fear so.”

“And that is because my presence would reveal a great secret?”

“Yes, a very important secret.”

“My enemy must be powerful indeed to have imprisoned a child as I was in the Bastille.”

“He is.”

“More powerful than my mother?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Because my mother would have defended me.”

Aramis hesitated. “Yes, monseigneur; he is more powerful than your mother.”

“Since my nurse and tutor were taken from me, and I from them—does that mean either they or I were dangerous to my enemy?”

“Yes; but he eliminated the danger by making your nurse and tutor disappear,” Aramis said calmly.

“Disappear?” the prisoner cried. “What happened to them?”

“In a certain and final way,” Aramis answered. “They are dead.”

The young man turned pale, his hand trembling as he ran it over his face. “Poisoned?” he asked.

“Poisoned,” said Aramis.

The prisoner grew reflective. “My enemy must have been truly cruel—or desperate—to kill those two innocent people, my only support. My kindly tutor and poor nurse had harmed no one.”

“In your family, monseigneur, necessity is unforgiving.”

Thus, necessity compels me—to my great regret—to tell you that your tutor and the poor lady have been assassinated.”

“You tell me nothing I did not already suspect,” the prisoner replied, brow furrowing. “How did it happen?”

“I suspected it.”

“Why?”

“I will explain.”

At that moment, the young man propped himself on his elbows, leaning closer to Aramis with dignity, self-control, and even pride. The bishop suddenly felt a surge of energy radiate from the young man’s intense spirit, a power that struck his own determined character like lightning. “Speak, monseigneur. I have already told you that speaking to you puts my life in danger. However worthless it may be, I ask you to take it as the price for your own.”

“Well,” the young man continued, “this is why I believed they had murdered my nurse and my teacher—”

“The one you call your father?”

“Yes; whom I called my father, although I knew he was not.”

“What convinced you?”

“Just as you, monsieur, show too much respect for a friend, he showed too much for a father.”

“I, at least,” Aramis replied, “will not pretend to be other than I am.”

The young man nodded and went on: “Clearly, I was not meant always to live in seclusion. What convinces me, especially now, is how much they wanted me to be a capable cavalier. That gentleman taught me everything—for instance, mathematics, a little geometry, astronomy, fencing, and riding.

Every morning, I practiced military exercises and horsemanship. One very hot summer morning, I fell asleep in the hall, exhausted after a long fencing lesson. Up until that time, nothing, except the respect shown me, had awakened or even hinted at my suspicions. I lived as children do, as birds or plants, as naturally as the air and sun. I was fifteen years old.

“This was eight years ago, then?”

“Yes, nearly; but I have lost track of time.”

“Forgive me, but what did your tutor say to encourage you to work?”

He used to say a man must create the fortune Heaven refused him at birth. He would remind me that, as a poor, obscure orphan, I had no one to rely on but myself, and no one else had or would ever care about my fate.

So, I was in the hall I spoke of, sleepy from fencing, my teacher in his room above. Suddenly, I heard him call out, then his





Chapter II: How Mouston Had Grown Fatter Without Porthos Noticing, and the Troubles That Followed for That Worthy Gentleman

Since Athos’s departure for Blois, Porthos and D’Artagnan had rarely spent time together. One was preoccupied with the demanding duties of the king, while the other kept busy purchasing furniture for his estate, hoping to bring some of the courtly luxury he admired in His Majesty’s glittering circle to his various homes.

One morning, during a lull in his service, D’Artagnan thought of Porthos. Bothered by the silence that had persisted for a fortnight, he made his way to Porthos’s hotel and arrived just as he was getting out of bed.

The worthy baron wore a thoughtful—no, more than thoughtful—a melancholy expression. He sat on the edge of his bed, half-dressed, with his legs dangling as he gazed at a chaotic heap of clothes spilling over the floor. The fabrics, decorated with fringes, lace, embroidery, and mismatched colors, formed a confusion that reflected his mood. Porthos, as somber and pensive as La Fontaine’s hare, did not notice D’Artagnan’s entrance, which was conveniently blocked by M. Mouston. The steward’s large figure, easily big enough to hide one man from another, was accentuated by the scarlet coat he displayed for his master’s opinion, holding it up by the sleeves to give a better view.

D’Artagnan lingered at the door, taking in the sight of the brooding Porthos. The abundance of discarded garments seemed to weigh on the gentleman, who sighed deeply—compelling D’Artagnan to intervene and dispel the gloom. He cleared his throat loudly. “Ah!” exclaimed Porthos, his face lighting up; “ah!

“Ah! Here’s D’Artagnan! I have an idea!”

At these words, Mouston, unsure what was happening behind him, stepped aside, kindly smiling at his master’s friend. This allowed D’Artagnan to approach without the barrier that had held him back. Porthos, cracking his sturdy knees, rose and crossed the room in two strides, ending up face to face with D’Artagnan. He embraced his friend warmly—a show of affection that seemed to grow stronger every day. “Ah!” he exclaimed, “you are always welcome, dear friend; but right now, you are more welcome than ever.”

“But you seem a bit downhearted!” D’Artagnan remarked, noticing Porthos’s somber look. Porthos replied with a glance heavy with gloom.

“Well then, tell me everything, Porthos, my friend—unless it’s a secret.”

“In the first place,” Porthos replied, “you know I keep no secrets from you. This is what troubles me.”

“Wait, Porthos; let me first clear away these piles of satin and velvet!”

“Oh, don’t trouble yourself about that,” Porthos said dismissively. “It’s all just rubbish.”

“Rubbish, Porthos? This cloth costs twenty-five livres an ell! Beautiful satin! Royal velvet!”

“So you think these clothes are—”

“Splendid, Porthos, absolutely splendid! I’d bet you’re the only man in France with such an assortment. Even if you never had another suit made and lived to a hundred—which wouldn’t surprise me at all—you could still wear a brand-new suit on your last day, without ever seeing a tailor again.”

Porthos shook his head.

“Come now, my friend,” D’Artagnan urged, “this strange sadness in you worries me. My dear Porthos, please, tell me what’s wrong. The sooner, the better.”

“Yes, my friend, I will—if I can.”

“Have you had any bad news from Bracieux?”

“No, they cut down the woods, and it yielded a third more than we expected.”

“Then has there been bad luck with the pools at Pierrefonds?”

“No, my friend. They’ve been fished, but there’s still enough for all the surrounding estates.”

“Perhaps your estate at Vallon has been destroyed by an earthquake?”

“No, just the opposite; lightning struck a hundred paces from the chateau, and a fountain sprang up where it used to be dry.”

“Then what in the world is the matter?”

“The truth is, I’ve received an invitation to the fête at Vaux,” Porthos said, looking mournful.

“And that bothers you? The king has left a hundred courtiers heartbroken by refusing their invitations.”

“And so, my dear friend, you really are going to Vaux?”

“Indeed, I am!”

“You’ll witness a magnificent spectacle.”

“Alas! I doubt it.”

“Everything splendid in France will be gathered there!”

“Ah!” Porthos cried, tearing out a handful of hair in despair.

“Good heavens, are you ill?” D’Artagnan asked, worried.

“I’m as steady as the Pont-Neuf! It’s not that.”

“Then what is it?”

“It’s that I have no clothes!”

D’Artagnan stood, stunned.

“No clothes! Porthos, no clothes!” he said, pointing at the heap on the floor. “And yet I see at least fifty suits scattered here!”

“Fifty, yes; but not a single one that fits me!” Porthos replied, frustrated.

“What? Not one that fits? But don’t you get measured when you order your clothes?”

“Of course he does,” Mouston spoke up, “but the trouble is, I have gotten bigger!”

“What! You bigger?” D’Artagnan lifted an eyebrow.

“Indeed, so much so I’m now bigger than the baron. Can you believe it, monsieur?”

“Parbleu! It’s quite obvious to me,” D’Artagnan said drily.

“See, you fool?” Porthos added. “It’s plain as day!”

“Calm yourself, my dear Porthos,” D’Artagnan said, now a bit impatient. “Still, I don’t see why your clothes don’t fit just because Mouston has gotten stouter.”

“I was about to explain,” Porthos answered, ready to clarify.

“You recall the story I told you about the Roman general Antony, who always had seven boars roasting, each to a different degree, so he could dine whenever he liked? Inspired by him, I decided that, should I ever be summoned to court, I would have seven suits ready for any occasion.”

“Excellent thinking, Porthos—but only a man with your fortune could afford such whims. Not to mention the hassle of always being measured; styles change constantly.”

“Exactly my point,” Porthos replied, “and I think I found a clever solution to that.”

“Let’s hear it; I’d never doubt your ingenuity.”

“Remember what Mouston used to be called?”

“Yes, when he went by Mousqueton.”

“And do you recall when he began putting on weight?”

“No, not really. Forgive me, dear Mouston.”

“Oh, you’re not to blame, monsieur,” Mouston responded warmly. “You were in Paris while we stayed at Pierrefonds.”

“Well, my dear Porthos, there was indeed a time when Mouston began to grow fat.”

“Is that what you wanted to mention?”

“Yes, my friend; and I’m rather happy about it.”

“Indeed, I believe you are,” D’Artagnan said.

“You see,” Porthos continued, “it spared me a host of troubles.”

“No, I’m not following at all.”

“Listen, my friend. First of all, as you pointed out, getting measured is a pain, even if it’s only once every two weeks. And you might be traveling and want seven suits ready at all times. I absolutely can’t stand being measured. Really!

“Either one is a nobleman or one is not. To be poked and examined by someone who notes every detail—it’s degrading! Here, they find you too hollow; there, too full. They point out your flaws and assets. After leaving the measurer, you’re like a fortress whose weaknesses and thicknesses have been charted by a spy.”

“Admittedly, my dear Porthos, your idea is quite original.”

“Ah! When a man is an engineer—”

“And has fortified Belle-Isle—it’s only logical, my friend.”

“Well, I came up with an idea that would have worked—if only Mouston had been more careful.”

D’Artagnan glanced at Mouston, who gave a slight gesture, as if to say, “You’ll see whether I’m really to blame here.”

“I congratulated myself,” Porthos went on, “when I saw Mouston growing fat. I did my best, by giving him plenty to eat, to make him fatter—hoping he’d become my size and so could be measured instead of me.”

“Ah!” cried D’Artagnan.

“I see—it saved you both trouble and awkwardness.”

“Imagine my delight when, after a year and a half of careful feeding—since I took the job of feeding him—the fellow—”

“Oh! I did my part myself, monsieur,” Mouston added humbly.

“That’s true. Imagine how delighted I was when, one morning, I saw Mouston squeeze through, just as I once needed to, to get through the little secret door those foolish architects put in Madame du Vallon’s room at the Pierrefonds chateau. And by the way, my friend, since you know everything, I’d like to ask you: why in the world would those damned architects—who should have compasses stabbed into them just to remember—make doors only thin people can fit through?”

“Oh, those doors,” D’Artagnan answered, “were meant for gallants, who are usually slim and slight.”

“Madame du Vallon had no gallant!” Porthos pronounced grandly.

“True enough, my friend,” D’Artagnan continued, “but maybe the architects thought you might marry again.”

“Ah!

“That’s possible,” Porthos said. “Now that I have an explanation for why doors are sometimes so narrow, let’s get back to Mouston’s size. Notice how the two things are connected? I always find people’s thoughts run side by side. So, see this, D’Artagnan: I started talking about Mouston, who’s pretty stout, and we ended up talking about Madame du Vallon—”

“Who was slender?”

“Hmm!”

“Isn’t it wonderful?”

“My dear friend, a scholar I know, M. Costar, made the same observation you just did, although he refers to the process by some Greek term I forget.”

“What! So my idea isn’t new?” Porthos cried, disappointed. “I thought I was the first to discover it!”

“My friend, that fact has been known since before Aristotle—almost two thousand years ago.”

“Well, well, it’s still true,” Porthos said cheerily, happy his thinking matched that of the great minds of the past. “Remarkable! But back to Mouston. It looks like we’ve left him right here.”

“Yes, monsieur,” Mouston said.

“Well,” said Porthos, “Mouston fattened up just as I wanted. I realized it one day when I caught him wearing one of my waistcoats, which he’d repurposed as a coat—and its embroidery alone was worth a hundred pistoles.”

“‘Twas just to try it on, monsieur,” Mouston responded.

“So I decided to have Mouston go to the tailor to be measured, in my place.”

“Excellent idea, Porthos, but Mouston is a foot and a half shorter than you.”

“Exactly! They measured him all the way down, and the bottom of the coat landed just below my knee.”

“What a remarkable man you are, Porthos! Only you could find yourself in this situation.”

“Ah yes; praise me all you will! There is reason, for once. It was then—about two and a half years ago—I went to Belle-Isle, and told Mouston to have a new coat made for himself every month, so I would always have a pattern of the latest fashion.”

“And did Mouston fail in his duty?”

“Ah! You shouldn’t have, Mouston.”

“No, monsieur, on the contrary. Quite the contrary!”

“No, he never failed to get new coats, but he neglected to tell me he was growing stouter!”

“But that’s not my fault, monsieur! Your tailor never informed me.”

“And so, monsieur,” Porthos continued, “in only two years, the fellow has gained eighteen inches in circumference. Now, my last dozen coats are all too large—by at least a foot to a foot and a half.”

“But what about the others—the ones from when you were the same size?”

“They’re out of style, my friend. If I wore them, I’d look like I had just returned from Siam, as if I’d spent years out of fashion and away from court.”

“I understand your trouble. So, how many new suits have you got? Nine?”

“Thirty-six? And not a single one fits! You’ll have to make a thirty-seventh, and let Mouston have the other thirty-six.”

“Ah, monsieur!” Mouston replied, beaming. “Truly, you have always been generous with me.”

“Do you think that idea hadn’t crossed my mind, or that I would balk at the cost? But the trouble is, there are only two days until the fête; I received the invitation yesterday and had Mouston bring all my things at once. It was only this morning that I discovered my predicament. No fashionable tailor will make me a suit between now and the day after tomorrow.”

“In other words, you want one dazzlingly covered in gold, right?”

“I wish it were so!”

“Certainly, all over.”

“Oh, we’ll solve this, never fear. You won’t be leaving for three days. The invitations are for Wednesday, and today is only Sunday morning.”

“That’s true; but Aramis insisted I get to Vaux twenty-four hours early.”

“Why’s that—Aramis?”

“Yes, it was Aramis who brought me the invitation.”

“Ah! Of course, now I see. You got invited by M. Fouquet?”

“Not at all! By the king, my friend. The letter itself says: ‘M. le Baron du Vallon is informed that the king has graciously included him on the list of guests—‘”

“Very well; but you’re going with M. Fouquet?”

“And when I think,” Porthos said, stamping his foot in frustration, “that I have nothing appropriate to wear, it drives me mad! I feel like strangling someone or smashing something!”

“Don’t strangle anyone or break anything, Porthos; I’ll handle it. Just put on one of your thirty-six suits and come with me to a tailor.”

“Pooh! My man has already looked at them all this morning.”

“Even M. “Do? You’ll simply have to bear it. That’s the only way you’ll get a perfect fit.”

Porthos made a face, his wide shoulders drooping. “I suppose I can endure it—it’s certainly not my favorite thing.”

“Think of it like this,” his companion said with a twinkle. “A suit fitted to perfection will make you look even more formidable. Besides, it’s not every day one gets clothes made by the king’s tailor.”

“True enough,” Porthos allowed, growing a bit more eager. “If it means I’ll look the part, I suppose I can put up with some measuring.”

“Exactly! Just hold your head high and let him do his work. You’ll be the envy of the court.”

With a reluctant nod, Porthos prepared himself for the coming visit to M. Percerin, the king’s famed tailor.

“As others do; as the king does.”

“What? They measure the king too? He really tolerates that?”

“The king is a dandy, my friend, and so are you, whether you admit it or not.”

Porthos smiled triumphantly. “Let’s go see the king’s tailor,” he said. “If he measures the king, then by my faith, I can’t do better than let him measure me!”

# Chapter III: Who Messire Jean Percerin was

The king’s tailor, Messire Jean Percerin, lived in a rather large house on Rue St. Honoré, near Rue de l’Arbre Sec. He was a man of refined taste, specializing in elegant fabrics, embroideries, and velvets, and served as the hereditary tailor to the king. His family's esteemed position dated back to the reign of Charles IX, a time when extravagant fashion was both a challenge and a delight. The Percerin of that era was a Huguenot, much like Ambrose Paré, and had been spared by the beautiful Queen of Navarre, known affectionately as Margot. She was particularly fond of him because he was the only tailor capable of crafting the exquisite riding outfits she adored, which cleverly concealed certain physical imperfections she wished to keep hidden.

In gratitude for being spared, Percerin created stunning black bodices for Queen Catherine, and to his surprise, she grew fond of the Huguenots—a group she had long viewed with disdain. However, Percerin was a cautious man. Knowing that a Protestant's fortunes could shift dangerously with Catherine's favor—especially as she smiled more often—he quickly converted to Catholicism along with his entire family. This strategic move made him untouchable and ultimately secured his prestigious position as master tailor to the Crown of France.

Under Henry III, a king known for his flamboyance, this position was as prestigious as the summit of the highest mountains in the Cordilleras. Percerin had always been clever, and to protect his reputation even after death, he made sure not to meet a poor end. He timed his passing with skill the moment he sensed his creative powers fading. He left behind a son and a daughter, both worthy of their family name. The son was a cutter as precise and reliable as a square rule, while the daughter excelled in embroidery and designing ornaments. The marriage of Henry IV and Marie de Medici, along with the elegant court mourning for the late queen and a few remarks from M. de Bassompierre, the king of the fashionable elite, paved the way for the success of the second generation of Percerins.

M. Concino Concini and his wife, Galligai, who later made names for themselves at the French court, attempted to Italianize fashion by introducing Florentine tailors. However, Percerin, deeply proud of his heritage and craft, successfully thwarted these foreign influences. So effective was he that Concino soon abandoned his fellow countrymen, coming to hold the French tailor in such high regard that he would never employ anyone else. On the very day that Vitry shot Concini at the Pont du Louvre, Concini was wearing a doublet crafted by Percerin—one that Parisians gleefully tore apart, along with the living body it adorned.

Despite the favor Concini had shown Percerin, King Louis XIII generously bore no ill will toward his tailor and kept him in his service. When Louis the Just set this remarkable example of fairness, Percerin had already raised two sons. One of them made his debut at the wedding of Anne of Austria, designing the stunning Spanish costume that Richelieu wore while dancing a saraband. He also created the costumes for the tragedy “Mirame” and stitched the famous pearls onto Buckingham’s mantle—pearls that would eventually be scattered across the pavements of the Louvre.

A man certainly becomes notable when he has crafted garments for a Duke of Buckingham, a M. de Cinq-Mars, a Mademoiselle Ninon, a M. de Beaufort, and a Marion de Lorme. Thus, Percerin III reached the pinnacle of his success just as his father passed away. This same Percerin III, now old, renowned, and wealthy, continued to dress Louis XIV. Despite his achievements, he felt deep regret at not having a son, knowing his lineage would end with him. To address this, he took on several promising apprentices. He owned a carriage, a country house, and had the tallest footmen in Paris. By special decree from Louis XIV, he also had a pack of hounds at his disposal.

He worked for MM. de Lyonne and Letellier, under a sort of patronage. Yet, despite being a shrewd man well-versed in state secrets, he never managed to create a suitable fit for M. Colbert. This remains a mystery, a puzzle for speculation or intuition. Truly gifted people thrive on unseen, intangible ideas; they act without always understanding their reasons. The great Percerin—who, unlike most dynasties, genuinely deserved the title "Great"—was inspired when crafting a gown for the queen or a coat for the king. He could fashion a mantle for Monsieur or design a delicate clock motif for Madame’s stockings. However, no matter how hard he tried, he could never produce anything resembling a fitting garment for M. Colbert.

Colbert often remarked, “That man is beyond my skill; my needle can never capture him.” Needless to say, Percerin was M. Fouquet’s tailor, a position that earned him the superintendent’s high esteem. At nearly eighty years old, M. Percerin remained remarkably spry, though the courtiers joked that he was so dried out he was almost brittle. His reputation and wealth were substantial—M. Le Prince, that king of fashionable gentlemen, was known to take a gentleman's arm while discussing the latest styles. Those least inclined to settle their debts with him dared not leave their accounts unpaid; Master Percerin would make garments on credit only once—after that, payment was required in advance. It was clear that a tailor of such repute, rather than chasing after customers, preferred to create obstacles for any new ones. As a result, Percerin refused to dress *bourgeois* or those who had recently acquired noble titles.

A story circulated that even M. de Mazarin, in exchange for a full set of cardinal's ceremonial vestments, had once slipped letters of nobility into Percerin's pocket. It was to this esteemed tailor that D’Artagnan brought the disheartened Porthos. As they walked, Porthos warned his friend, “Be careful, my good D’Artagnan, not to let this

# Chapter IV: The Patterns

Meanwhile, the noble crowd slowly dispersed, leaving behind murmurs and threats at every corner of the counter, much like the foam and seaweed left on the shore as the tide recedes. After about ten minutes, Molière reappeared, signaling to D’Artagnan from beneath the hangings. D’Artagnan hurried after him, with Porthos trailing behind. After navigating a maze of corridors, he led D’Artagnan into M. Percerin’s room. The old man, with his sleeves rolled up, was carefully folding a piece of gold-flowered brocade to show off its luster. On seeing D’Artagnan, he set the silk aside and approached—not exactly full of joy or overflowing with courtesy, but still maintaining a reasonably civil demeanor.

“I trust the captain of the king’s musketeers will excuse me, for I am currently busy.”  
“Ah, yes, with the king’s costumes; I’m aware of that, my dear Monsieur Percerin.”  
“You’re making three, they tell me.”  
“Five, my dear sir, five.”  
“Three or five, it’s all the same to me, my dear monsieur; I know you’ll create them most exquisitely.”  
“Yes, I know. Once crafted, they will be the most beautiful in the world, I don’t deny that. But to achieve such beauty, they must first be made, and for that, Captain, I am pressed for time.”  
“Oh, come now! There are still two days left; that’s more than enough for you, Monsieur Percerin,” D’Artagnan replied casually.

Percerin lifted his head, adopting the attitude of a man unaccustomed to being contradicted, even in his whims. D’Artagnan, however, paid no mind to the airs the famous tailor began to display. “My dear M. Percerin,” he continued, “I bring you a customer.”  
“Ah!”  
“Ah!” exclaimed Percerin, irritation showing in his voice.  
“M. le Baron du Vallon de Bracieux de Pierrefonds,” D’Artagnan continued. Percerin attempted a bow, but it was met with disdain from the formidable Porthos, who had been eyeing the tailor suspiciously since he entered. “A very good friend of mine,” D’Artagnan concluded.  
“I will attend to monsieur,” Percerin replied, “but later.”  
“Later?  
"But when?"  
"When I have time."  
"You've already told my valet that," Porthos interrupted, clearly frustrated.  
"Very likely," Percerin replied. "I'm almost always pressed for time."  
"My friend," Porthos said with a hint of seriousness, "there's always time to be found if one truly seeks it."

Percerin's face flushed crimson—a concerning sign for an old man whose complexion had long faded. "Monsieur is free to take his business elsewhere."  
"Now, now, Percerin," D’Artagnan interjected, sensing the tension. "You're not in the best mood today. Let me say one more thing that might change your mind: this gentleman is not only a friend of mine, but also a close ally of M. Fouquet."  
"Ah! Now that's another matter," the tailor exclaimed, his manner changing. He turned to Porthos, curiosity evident. "Monsieur le baron is connected to the superintendent?"  
“I am attached to myself!” Porthos shouted, just as the tapestry was drawn back to reveal a new speaker in the conversation.

Molière watched intently, D’Artagnan chuckled, while Porthos swore loudly.  
“My dear Percerin,” D’Artagnan began, “you will make a dress for the baron. I am the one who asks it.”  
“To you, I cannot refuse, captain,” Percerin replied.  
“But that’s not all; you must make it for him immediately.”  
“That is impossible within eight days.”  
“Then that is as good as a refusal, for the dress is needed for the *fête* at Vaux.”  
“I insist, it is impossible,” the stubborn old man retorted.  
“By no means, dear Monsieur Percerin, especially if *I* ask you,” came a gentle voice from the door—a silvery tone that made D’Artagnan perk up. It was Aramis.  
“Monsieur d’Herblay!” cried the tailor.  
“Aramis,” murmured D’Artagnan.  
“Ah! Our bishop!” exclaimed Porthos.  
“Good morning, D’Artagnan; good morning, Porthos; good morning, my dear friends,” said Aramis with a warm smile. “Come now, my friends…”

“Percerin, make the baron’s dress, and I assure you, M. Fouquet will be pleased.” He punctuated his words with a gesture that seemed to say, “Agree and send them away.”  
It seemed that Aramis had influence over Master Percerin greater even than D’Artagnan’s, for the tailor nodded in agreement and turned to Porthos. “Go and get measured on the other side,” he instructed.

Porthos flushed with indignation. D’Artagnan, sensing a storm, leaned toward Molière and whispered, “Here's a man who feels utterly humiliated at the idea of being measured for the body given to him by Heaven. Study this man, Master Aristophanes, and take note.”

Molière required no further urging; his gaze lingered on Baron Porthos with keen interest.  
“Monsieur,” he said, “if you will accompany me, I will have your measurements taken without laying a hand on you.”  
“Oh!” exclaimed Porthos, intrigued. “How do you propose to do that, my friend?”  
“I assure you, no line or rule will touch you or your clothes. It’s a new method we’ve devised for measuring people of high birth who are too sensitive to let commoners touch them. We know some distinguished individuals who cannot stand to be measured, as it seems to affront their natural dignity. If you happen to be one of those—”  
“*Corboeuf!* I believe I am!” Porthos interjected, growing interested.  
“Well, that’s fortunate, and you shall benefit from our innovation.”  
“But how is that possible?” Porthos asked, now thoroughly delighted.  
“Monsieur,” Molière said with a bow, “if you would be kind enough to follow me, you will see.”

Aramis watched the scene closely. He might have thought, given D’Artagnan’s excitement, that he would join Porthos to see the outcome of such a promising spectacle. But even he, perceptive as he was, was mistaken. Porthos and Molière left together, while D’Artagnan stayed with Percerin. Why? Perhaps out of curiosity, or perhaps to spend more time in the company of his good friend Aramis.

As Molière and Porthos disappeared from view, D’Artagnan approached the Bishop of Vannes, which seemed to unsettle him.  
“A new outfit for you as well, my friend?”  
Aramis smiled. “No,” he replied. “But you are going to Vaux, aren’t you?”  
“I am, but without a new outfit. You forget, my dear D’Artagnan, that a humble bishop of Vannes can’t afford new clothes for every *fête*.”  
“Bah!” the musketeer laughed. “And are we no longer writing poetry either?”  
“Oh, D’Artagnan,” Aramis exclaimed, “I gave up such nonsense long ago.”  
“True,” D’Artagnan echoed, though he only half believed it.

As for Percerin, he was once again absorbed in contemplating his brocades.  
“Don’t you see,” Aramis said with a smile, “that we’re boring this good man, my dear D’Artagnan?”  
“Ah! ah!” the musketeer muttered to himself, “I’m the one who bores you, my friend.” Then aloud, he added, “Well then, let’s take our leave; I have no further business here, and if you’re as free as I am, Aramis—”  
“No, not me—I had something—”  
“Ah! You had something particular to discuss with M. Percerin? Why didn’t you say so sooner?”  
“Something particular, yes,” Aramis repeated, “but not for you, D’Artagnan.”  
"But at the same time, I hope you see, I could never have anything so specific to say that a friend like you couldn’t hear it."  
"Oh, no, no! I’m going," D’Artagnan replied, his voice tinged with curiosity.

He had noticed Aramis’s annoyance, cleverly masked though it was, and sensed that in that complex mind, everything—even the seemingly trivial—had a purpose. An unknown purpose, but one that, based on his understanding of his friend’s character, D’Artagnan felt must be significant.

Aramis, for his part, realized D’Artagnan’s suspicion and pressed him further.  
"Stay, by all means," he urged. "This is what it is." Then, turning to the tailor, he added, "My dear Percerin, I’m actually glad you’re here, D’Artagnan."  
"Oh, really?" exclaimed the Gascon for the third time, less convinced than before. Percerin remained still, and Aramis jolted him from his reverie by snatching the fabric from his hands.

“My dear Percerin,” he said, “I have M. Lebrun, one of M. Fouquet’s painters, nearby.”  
“Ah, very good,” D’Artagnan thought. “But why Lebrun?”  
Aramis glanced at D’Artagnan, who seemed absorbed in an engraving of Mark Antony.  
“So, you want me to make a dress for him, like the ones worn by the Epicureans?” Percerin replied, his mind elsewhere as he tried to reclaim a piece of brocade.  
“An Epicurean’s dress?” D’Artagnan asked, curious.  
“I see,” said Aramis, with a charming smile. “It seems fate has ruled that our dear D’Artagnan will learn all our secrets this evening. Yes, my friend, you’ve heard of M. Fouquet’s Epicureans, haven’t you?”  
“Of course. Isn’t it a kind of literary society with La Fontaine, Loret, Pelisson, and Molière, meeting at Saint-Mandé?”  
“Precisely. Well, we’re going to put our poets in uniform and enroll them in a regiment for the king.”  
“Oh, I see now; it’s a surprise M. Fouquet is preparing for the king.”  
“At least, if that’s the secret about M. Lebrun, I won’t say a word.”  
“Always so agreeable, my friend. No, Monsieur Lebrun isn’t involved in that; the secret that concerns him is far more important.”  
“Well, if it’s that important, I’d rather not know,” D’Artagnan said, pretending he wanted to leave.

“Come in, M. Lebrun, come in,” Aramis urged, opening a side door with one hand while gently holding D’Artagnan back with the other.  
“By my faith, I’m just as much in the dark,” Percerin remarked.

Aramis now seized his “opportunity,” like in the theater.  
“My dear M. de Percerin,” he continued, “you are making five outfits for the king, aren’t you? One in brocade, one in hunting-cloth, one in velvet, one in satin, and one in Florentine fabric.”  
“Yes, but how do you know all this, monseigneur?” Percerin asked, astonished.  
“It’s simple, my dear monsieur. There will be a hunt, a banquet, a concert, a promenade, and a reception; these five types of attire are required by etiquette.”  
“You seem to know everything, monseigneur!”  
“And then some,” D’Artagnan muttered under his breath.

But the tailor, swelling with pride, exclaimed, “What you don’t know, monseigneur—prince of the church as you are—what no one else knows, what only the king, Mademoiselle de la Vallière, and I know, is the color of the fabrics, the details of the decorations, and the cut, the *ensemble*, the finish of it all!”

“Well,” Aramis replied, “that’s just what I’ve come to ask you, dear Percerin.”  
“Ah, bah!” the tailor exclaimed, his fear plainly visible in his effort at a laugh.  
The request struck M. Percerin as so exaggerated, so ridiculous, so utterly impossible that he first laughed to himself, then burst into laughter, and finally shouted. D’Artagnan joined in, not because he found it very amusing, but to keep Aramis in control of the situation.

“At first glance, it seems I’m asking an absurd question, doesn’t it?” Aramis said. “But D’Artagnan, who is the very picture of wisdom, will confirm that I had no other choice.”  
“Let’s hear it,” said the attentive musketeer, sensing with his keen instinct that their playful banter was ending and the real discussion was about to begin.  
“Let’s hear it,” Percerin echoed skeptically.

“Well,” Aramis continued, “why does M. Fouquet host this *fête* for the king? Is it not to win his favor?”  
“Without a doubt,” Percerin agreed. D’Artagnan nodded too.  
“Through carefully planned gestures? Some clever move? Or a series of delightful surprises, like the Epicurean society?”  
“Brilliant.”  
“Then this is the surprise we have lined up.”  
“M. Lebrun is a remarkable artist,” said Percerin with a nod.  
“Yes, I’ve seen how skillfully he designs costumes. That’s why I agreed to make an outfit for him—whether it matches the Epicureans’ or is wholly unique.”  
“My dear monsieur, we accept and will call on your offer soon. But right now, M. Lebrun doesn’t want the outfit you’re making for him; he needs the garments you’re making for the king.”

Percerin took a step back, obviously surprised. D’Artagnan, as composed as ever, thought the reaction quite reasonable, considering the bizarre implications of Aramis’s request.  
“The king’s garments! You want to give the king’s clothes to just anyone?”  
“Oh! For once, monseigneur, you must be mad!” the poor tailor cried in desperation.

“Help me now, D’Artagnan,” said Aramis, increasingly calm and smiling. “Help me persuade monsieur, for *you* get it, don’t you?”  
“Eh! eh!—not exactly, I confess.”  
“What! You don’t understand that M. Fouquet wants to surprise the king by presenting him with a portrait upon his arrival at Vaux? A portrait which strongly resembles the king, and which must be dressed exactly as the king will be that day?"  
“Oh, yes, yes,” the musketeer replied, almost convinced by the idea. “You’re right, my dear Aramis; it’s a brilliant thought. I’d wager it’s one of your own, Aramis.”  
“Well, I can’t be sure,” the bishop answered, “it could be mine or M. Fouquet’s.” He turned to Percerin, noting D’Artagnan’s hesitation. “So, Monsieur Percerin, what about this?”  
“I think that—”  
“That of course you can refuse. I understand entirely; I’m not here to insist, my dear monsieur.”  
“I understand perfectly,” Aramis went on, “the reluctance you feel about M. Fouquet’s request; you’re worried it might seem like flattery toward the king. A noble attitude, indeed, M. Percerin! A truly noble spirit!”

The tailor stammered, “It would be a lovely compliment to pay the young prince.”  
“But the superintendent told me, ‘If Percerin refuses, tell him it won’t lessen my regard for him, and I will always hold him in high esteem—only—’”  
“‘Only?’” Percerin repeated, visibly nervous.  
“‘Only,’” Aramis continued, “‘I will have no choice but to inform the king;’—you see, my dear Monsieur Percerin, these are M. Fouquet’s very words: ‘I must tell the king, “Sire, I had intended to present your majesty with your portrait, but due to a delicacy—perhaps even excessive but noble—M. Percerin declined to make the attire.”’”  
“Declined!” the tailor cried out, alarmed by the burden of such responsibility. “How could I refuse the wishes, the intentions of M. Fouquet when he wants to please the king? Oh, what a dreadful word you’ve used, monseigneur. Declined! It wasn’t I who said it—Heaven save me.”  
“I call the captain of the musketeers to witness! Is it not true, Monsieur d’Artagnan, that I objected to nothing?”

D’Artagnan indicated he wanted to stay neutral. He sensed an intrigue,

# Chapter VI: The Bee-Hive, the Bees, and the Honey

The Bishop of Vannes, annoyed by his encounter with D’Artagnan at M. Percerin’s, returned to Saint-Mande in a rather foul mood. In contrast, Molière was in high spirits, delighted with the exceptional rough sketch he had made, and pleased to know where to find inspiration again whenever he wanted to turn his sketch into a finished piece.

The entire left wing was filled by the most celebrated Epicureans in Paris, each comfortably settled in their own space, much like bees in their hives, diligently crafting the honey intended for the royal feast that M. Fouquet planned to present to his majesty, Louis XIV, at the fête at Vaux.

Pelisson, resting his head on his hand, was deeply involved in drafting the prologue for “Les Fâcheux,” a comedy in three acts that was to be staged by Poquelin de Molière, as D’Artagnan called him, or Coquelin de Volière, as Porthos preferred. Meanwhile, Loret, with the charming innocence typical of a gazetteer—an artlessness that has always characterized such writers—was busy writing about the upcoming festivities at Vaux before they had even happened.

La Fontaine roamed from person to person, a wandering and distracted dreamer, surrounded by a thousand poetic abstractions that seemed to float around everyone, both enchanting and exasperating.

La Fontaine often interrupted Pelisson, who finally looked up and said, somewhat irritably, “At least, La Fontaine, give me a rhyme, since you seem to have free reign in Parnassus’s gardens.”

“What rhyme do you need?” asked the Fabler, as Madame de Sévigné used to call him.

“I need a rhyme for *lumière*.”

“*Ornière*,” La Fontaine answered.

“Ah, but my dear friend, one cannot mention *wheel-ruts* while celebrating the joys of Vaux,” Loret objected.

“Besides, it doesn’t rhyme,” Pelisson added.

“What! Doesn’t rhyme?” La Fontaine exclaimed, surprised.

“Yes, you have a bad habit, my friend—a habit that will always keep you from becoming a first-rate poet. Your rhymes are sloppy.”

“Oh, you think so, do you, Pelisson?”

“Yes, truly. Remember, a rhyme is never good if there’s a better one.”

“Then I shall never write anything again except in prose,” La Fontaine declared, taking the criticism to heart. “Ah! I’ve long suspected I was nothing but a rogue poet! Yes, it’s true.”

“Don’t say that; your words are too harsh. There’s a lot of good in your ‘Fables.’”

“To begin,” La Fontaine continued, determined to go on, “I’ll go and burn a hundred verses I just wrote.”

“Where are these verses?”

“In my head.”

“Well, if they’re only in your head, you can’t burn them.”

“True,” La Fontaine admitted, “but if I don’t burn them—”

“Well, what will happen if you don’t burn them?”

“They’ll remain in my mind, and I’ll never forget them!”

“The devil!” Loret exclaimed. “That sounds dangerous!”

“One would go mad!”

“The deuce! The deuce!” La Fontaine echoed. “What should I do?”

“I have a solution,” Molière chimed in, joining the conversation. “What solution?”

“Write them down first, then burn them afterward.”

“How simple! I’d never have thought of that. What a mind you have, Molière!” La Fontaine exclaimed. Then, striking his forehead, he added, “Oh, Jean La Fontaine, you’ll never be anything but a fool!”

“What are you saying, my friend?” Molière asked, stepping closer, having overheard.

“I say I’ll never be anything but an ass,” La Fontaine replied, letting out a heavy sigh, his eyes glistening. “Yes, my friend,” he continued, his sadness deepening, “apparently I rhyme poorly.”

“Oh, don’t say that.”

“Surely, I’m just a poor creature!”

“Who said that?”

“Parbleu! Pelisson did; didn’t you, Pelisson?”

Pelisson, back to his work, wisely remained silent.

“But if Pelisson said that about you,” Molière exclaimed, “then he has deeply offended you.”

“Do you think so?”

“Ah! I encourage you, as a gentleman, not to let such an insult go unchallenged.”

“What!” La Fontaine exclaimed. “Have you ever fought?”

“Only once, with a lieutenant in the light horse.”

“What wrong had he done you?”

“He ran off with my wife.”

“Ah, ah!” Molière said, turning a bit pale. But as the others’ attention turned to La Fontaine’s revelation, Molière kept his teasing smile, inviting La Fontaine to continue.

“And what was the outcome of the duel?”

“The outcome was that my opponent disarmed me on the field, then apologized, promising never to set foot in my home again.”

“And you considered yourself satisfied?” Molière asked.

“Not at all! On the contrary, I picked up my sword. ‘Excuse me, monsieur,’ I said, ‘I haven’t fought you because you’re my wife’s friend, but because I was told I ought to. Since I’ve known peace only since you met her, please continue visiting as before, or *morbleu!* let’s settle this again.’ And so,” La Fontaine continued, “he had to renew his friendship with madame, and I remain the happiest of husbands.”

Laughter broke out, but Molière alone wiped his eyes. Why? Perhaps to hide a tear, perhaps to smother a sigh. Ah! We know Molière was a moralist, but not a philosopher. “Nevertheless,” he said, ending the aside, “Pelisson has insulted you.”

“Ah, truly! I’d almost forgotten.”

“And I intend to challenge him for you.”

“Do so, if you think it necessary.”

“I do, and I’m going to—”

“Wait,” La Fontaine interrupted, “I need your advice.”

“About the insult?”

“No; honestly, does *lumière* not rhyme with *ornière*?”

“I would make them rhyme.”

“Ah!”

“I knew you would.”

“And I’ve written hundreds of thousands of such rhymes myself.”

“A hundred thousand!” La Fontaine cried. “That’s four times as many as ‘La Pucelle,’ which M. Chaplain is thinking over. But have you really written a hundred thousand lines like that?”

“Listen, you ever-absent-minded friend,” Molière replied.

“It’s true,” La Fontaine said, “that *légume*, for example, rhymes with *posthume*.”

“In the plural, especially.”

“Yes—especially in the plural, since it adds another letter, just as *ornière* matches *lumière*.”

“But give me *ornières* and *lumières* in the plural, dear Pelisson,” La Fontaine said, good-naturedly slapping his friend’s shoulder, having entirely forgotten the earlier insult. “They’ll rhyme perfectly.”

“Hem!” Pelisson coughed. “Molière says so, and Molière knows his stuff; he claims to have written a hundred thousand verses himself.”

“See, he’s off again,” Molière laughed.

“It’s like *rivage* rhyming nicely with *herbage*.”

"I’d swear on it."

"But—" Molière began.

"I tell you all this," La Fontaine continued, "because you’re preparing a *divertissement* for Vaux, aren’t you?"

"Yes, ‘Les Fâcheux.’"

"Ah yes, ‘Les Fâcheux.’ I remember now. I was thinking a prologue would suit your show perfectly."

"Indeed, it would be an excellent addition."

"Ah! So you agree with me?"

"Absolutely—I actually asked you to write this very prologue."

"You asked *me*?"

"Yes, and when you declined, I suggested Pelisson, who is working on it now."

"Ah! So that’s what Pelisson’s doing? My dear Molière, you’re often right."

"When?"

"When you call me absent-minded."

"It’s a terrible flaw. I’ll cure myself and write your prologue."

“But since Pelisson’s working on it—”

“Ah, true, what a fool I am! Loret was right to call me a poor creature.”

“It wasn’t Loret who said that, my friend.”

“Well, whoever it was, it’s all the same to me! So your show is called ‘Les Fâcheux’? Can you rhyme *heureux* with *fâcheux*?”

"If necessary, yes."

"And even with *capriceux*?"

"Oh, no, no."

“That would be risky, but why not?”

"The sounds are too different."

“I was just thinking,” La Fontaine said, turning from Molière to Loret—“I was just thinking—”

“What were you thinking?” Loret cut in, eager. “Out with it.”

“You’re writing the prologue to ‘Les Fâcheux,’ aren’t you?”

“No! *Mordieu!* It’s Pelisson.”

“Ah, Pelisson,” La Fontaine exclaimed, drawing closer. “I was thinking,” he continued, “about the nymph of Vaux—”

“Oh, beautiful!” Loret exclaimed. “The nymph of Vaux!”

“Thank you, La Fontaine; that’ll be the perfect ending for my article.”

“Well, if you can rhyme so easily, La Fontaine,” Pelisson put in, “how would you suggest I begin my prologue?”

“I might start, ‘Oh! nymph, who—’ After ‘who,’ I’d use a verb in the second person present, and go on with, ‘this grot profound.’”

"But what about the verb?" Pelisson pressed.

“To admire the greatest king of kings around,” La Fontaine finished.

"But the verb, the verb!" Pelisson insisted. "This second person singular present?"

"Well then, ‘quittest’?"

"Oh, nymph, who quittest now this grot profound, to admire the greatest king of all kings round."

"You wouldn’t actually say ‘who quittest,’ would you?"

"Why not?"

“‘Quittest’ after ‘you who’?”

"Oh, my dear fellow," La Fontaine exclaimed, "you’re unbearable!"

“Not to mention,” Molière said, “that the second line, ‘king of all kings round,’ is rather weak, my dear La Fontaine.”

“Then clearly I’m just a poor wretch—a mere shuffler, as you said.”

“I never said it.”

"Then it was Loret."

"And it wasn’t Loret; it was Pelisson."

“Well, then Pelisson was right, a hundred times.”

But what troubles me most, my dear Molière, is the fear that we won’t have our Epicurean costumes.

“You were hoping for yours for the fête?”

“Yes, for the fête, and then afterward. My housekeeper says mine is looking a bit shabby.”

“*Diable!* Your housekeeper is right—it’s worse than shabby.”

“Ah, you see,” La Fontaine continued, “the truth is, I left it lying on my floor, and my cat—”

“Well, your cat—”

“She made a nest there, and now it’s a completely different color.”

Molière burst out laughing, Pelisson and Loret following quickly. At that moment, the Bishop of Vannes entered, carrying a bundle of plans and parchments under his arm. As if the angel of death had cast a chill over their merriment—as if that pale figure had frightened away the Graces to whom Xenocrates sacrificed—a sudden silence swept the room, everyone composed themselves and got back to work.

Aramis distributed the invitations and expressed thanks on behalf of M. Fouquet.

“The superintendent,” he said, “is busy with work and can’t visit you, but he asks if you could send along something from today’s efforts to help him forget the fatigue of his night’s labor.”

At these words, everyone got back to work. La Fontaine sat at a table, setting his pen racing over the white vellum. Pelisson worked on a fair copy of his prologue. Molière wrote fifty new verses inspired by his visit to Percerin. Loret wrote an article about the spectacular *fêtes* he imagined, and Aramis, arms full like a king bee—large, dark, draped in purple and gold—returned to his room, silent and focused. Before leaving, he reminded them, “Remember, gentlemen, we leave tomorrow evening.”

“In that case, I need to notify home,” Molière said.

“Yes, poor Molière!” Loret replied with a smile. “He loves his home.”

“‘*He* loves,’ yes,” Molière said, his sad, sweet smile lingering. “‘He loves’ doesn’t mean they love *him*.”

“As for me,” La Fontaine put in, “I’m sure they love me at Château-Thierry.”

Just then, Aramis returned after a quick absence. “Will anyone come with me?” he asked.

“I’m headed to Paris after spending a quarter hour with M. Fouquet. My carriage is yours.”

“Good,” said Molière. “I’ll take it. I’m in a hurry.”

“I’m dining here,” said Loret. “M. de Gourville promised me crawfish.”

“He promised me some whiting.”

“Find a rhyme for that, La Fontaine.”

Aramis laughed heartily, in a way all his own, as Molière followed him out. They had just reached the bottom of the stairs when La Fontaine flung open the door and called:

“He has promised us some whitings,  
In return for these our writings.”

Their laughter echoed up to Fouquet just as Aramis stepped into the study. Molière had gone ahead to arrange for the horses while Aramis exchanged a few words with the superintendent.

“Oh, how they’re laughing in there!” Fouquet sighed. “Do you not laugh, monseigneur?”

“I no longer laugh, M. d’Herblay.”

“The fête is coming; money is running out.”

“Haven’t I told you I’ll take care of it?”

“Yes, you promised me millions.”

“You’ll have them the day after the king arrives at Vaux.”

Fouquet looked Aramis in the eye, swiping the back of his cold hand across his damp brow. Aramis sensed the superintendent either doubted him or felt powerless to secure such funds. How could Fouquet believe that a mere bishop—once an abbe, then a musketeer—could conjure up that kind of money?

“Why do you doubt me?” Aramis asked.

Fouquet smiled and shook his head. “A man of little faith!” the bishop said.

“My dear M. d’Herblay,” Fouquet replied, “if I fall—”

“Well, if you do ‘fall’?”

“I shall, at least, fall from such a height that I’ll be shattered.” He gave himself a shake, as if ridding himself of the thought. “But tell me, my friend, where have you been?”

“Paris—specifically, Percerin’s.”

“And what were you doing there? I don’t suppose you put much importance on our poets’ costumes?”

“No, I went to prepare a surprise.”

“A surprise?”

“Yes, something you’ll give the king.”

“Will it be expensive?”

“Oh, only a hundred pistoles for Lebrun.”

“A painting?—Even better! And what will this painting show?”

“I’ll tell you—but first, whatever you may think, I did also check on the poets’ costumes.”

“Really? Will they be rich and elegant?”

“Absolutely magnificent!”

"There will be few great men as good as you. People will see the clear difference between courtiers of status and those of genuine friendship."

"Ever generous and grateful, dear prelate."

"In your school."

Fouquet grasped his hand. "And where are you going now?" he asked. "I’m off to Paris, once you deliver a certain letter."

"For whom?"

"M. de Lyonne."

"And what do you want with Lyonne?"

"I need him to sign a *lettre de cachet*."

"A *lettre de cachet!* Are you trying to imprison someone in the Bastille?"

"On the contrary—to free someone."

"And who is it?"

"A poor soul—a young man locked away for ten years because of two Latin verses he wrote against the Jesuits."

"‘Two Latin verses!’ And for that, he’s been in prison a decade?"

"Yes!"

"And he’s committed no other crime?"

"Nothing else—he’s as innocent as you or I." "On your word?"

"On my honor!"

"And his name is—"

"Seldon."

"Yes. That’s terrible. You knew this, and never told me!"

"His mother only came to me yesterday, monseigneur."

"And she’s poor?"

"In the deepest misery."

"Heaven," said Fouquet, "sometimes lets such injustice happen that I can hardly blame those who doubt it exists."

“Wait, M. d’Herblay.” Fouquet quickly grabbed a pen and wrote a few lines to his colleague Lyonne. Aramis took the letter, getting ready to leave.

“Wait,” Fouquet said, opening a drawer and taking out ten government notes, each for a thousand francs. “Stay,” he continued. “Free the son and give this to the mother; but above all, don’t tell her—”

“What, monseigneur?”

“That she is ten thousand livres richer than I am.”

“She’d say I’m only a poor superintendent! Go! I pray that God bless those who look after the less fortunate!”

“I pray the same,” Aramis replied, kissing Fouquet’s hand. He hurried out with the letter for Lyonne and the funds for Seldon’s mother, while also rounding up Molière, who was starting to lose his patience.

# Chapter VII: Another Supper at the Bastille

The clock of the Bastille struck seven o’clock, its solemn sound echoing through the infamous prison. This clock, like all the grim fixtures of the state prison, served as a constant reminder to the inmates of each hour spent in torment. Decorated with imagery typical of the time, the timepiece depicted St. Peter in chains. It announced the supper hour for the unfortunate prisoners. The heavy doors creaked open on their massive hinges, allowing baskets and trays of food to be carried in. As M. de Baisemeaux had mentioned, the abundance and delicacy of the meal depended on the social standing of the prisoner.

Let us now consider the practices of M. de Baisemeaux, the respected provider of culinary delights and head chef of the royal fortress. His laden trays climbed the steep staircases, bringing some comfort to the inmates through bottles filled with fine wine. This was also the time for M. le Gouverneur’s own supper. Today, he had a guest, and the kitchen was busier than usual. Roast partridges and quails, larded leveret, boiled chicken, hams fried and finished with white wine, cardoons from Guipuzcoa, and lobster bisque—these dishes, along with various soups and hors d’oeuvres, composed the governor’s grand meal.

Baisemeaux, seated at the table, rubbed his hands together as he watched the Bishop of Vannes. The bishop, dressed like a cavalier in gray, with boots and sword at his side, spoke animatedly about his hunger, revealing clear impatience. M. de Baisemeaux de Montlezun was not used to the firm approach of his esteemed guest, the Bishop of Vannes. This evening, however, Aramis, feeling lively, began to share one confidence after another. The prelate revealed a bit of his old musketeer character, coloring his conversation with a hint of boldness. As for M. de Baisemeaux...

Baisemeaux, with typical candor, yielded completely to thinking about his guest’s freedom. “Monsieur,” he said, “tonight I cannot address you as monseigneur.”

“Not at all,” Aramis replied, lifting his glass. “Call me monsieur; I’m still in my boots.”

“Do you know whom you remind me of tonight?” Baisemeaux asked.

“No, I don’t,” Aramis answered with a grin, “but I hope it’s of someone splendid.”

“You remind me of two men, monsieur. Francois, close that window; the wind might offend his greatness.”

“Leave it open,” Aramis added. “Dinner is served in full, and we can enjoy ourselves without servants. I quite prefer to be *tête-à-tête* when with a friend.” Baisemeaux bowed respectfully.

“I find it most enjoyable,” Aramis continued, “to indulge myself.”

“Leave us, Francois,” Baisemeaux ordered. “I was saying your greatness reminds me of two men: one, the late Cardinal de la Rochelle, a very famous man, who wore boots much like yours.”

“Indeed,” Aramis replied. “And who is the other?”

“The other is a certain musketeer—handsome, brave, a great adventurer, and quite a lucky man—who went from being an abbe to being a musketeer, and then returned from musketeer to abbe.” Encouraged by Aramis’s smile, Baisemeaux pressed on, “From abbe to bishop—and from bishop—”

“Ah! No, let’s not go there,” Aramis interrupted. “I just mentioned, monsieur, you reminded me of a cardinal.”

“That’s enough, dear M. Baisemeaux.”

"As you noted, I wear the boots of a cavalier, but that doesn’t mean I plan to get mixed up with church matters tonight."

“Yet you have mischievous intentions, monseigneur.”

“Indeed, I confess it—wrongdoing seems to be the way of the world.”

“You wander the town and streets in disguise?”

“In disguise, just as you say.”

“And you still carry your sword?”

“Yes, I think so; but only if needed. Please, call Francois for me.”

“Is there no wine here?”

“It’s not wine I want, I just want some air; the window is shut.”

“I closed the windows at supper to keep out the noise and the arrival of couriers.”

“Ah, yes. You can hear them when the window is open?”

“Too well, and it bothers me. You see?”

“Still, I feel stifled. Francois!” Just then, Francois entered. “Open the windows, will you, Master Francois,” Aramis requested.

“You permit him, dear M. Baisemeaux?”

“You are at home here,” the governor replied, opening the window. “Don’t you think,” M. de Baisemeaux went on, “that you might feel a bit lonely now M. de la Fere has returned to his household gods in Blois?”

“He’s a very old friend, isn’t he?”

“You know as well as I do, Baisemeaux, since you served with us in the musketeers.”

“Bah! With my friends, I don’t count years or bottles of wine.”

“And you’re right. But my feelings for M. de la Fere go beyond friendship, dear Baisemeaux; I revere him.”

“Well, for my part—and I know it may be odd,” said the governor, “I prefer M. d’Artagnan. There’s a man who knows how to drink deeply and long!”

"Those types at least let you see their thoughts."

"Baisemeaux, let’s enjoy ourselves tonight as in the old times. If a trouble weighs on my heart, I promise you’ll spot it as clearly as a diamond at the bottom of your glass."

"Bravo!" cried Baisemeaux, pouring out a full glass and drinking it down, getting excited at the thought of learning some great archiepiscopal secret. As he drank, he didn’t notice Aramis, who listened closely to every noise rising from the vast courtyard.

A courier arrived around eight o'clock, just as Francois brought in the fifth bottle. Despite the disturbance, Baisemeaux took no notice. “The devil take him,” muttered Aramis.

“What? Who?” asked Baisemeaux, puzzled.

“I hope it’s neither the wine nor the one who made you drink it.”

“No, it’s some horse making enough racket in the courtyard to wake a whole squadron.”

“Pfft! Just a courier, that’s all,” the governor remarked, turning back to his glass. “Yes, and may the devil take him quickly, so we’ll never hear him again. Hurrah! Hurrah!”

“You’re forgetting me, Baisemeaux! My glass is empty,” said Aramis, raising his fine Venetian goblet.

“By my honor, you delight me. Francois, bring more wine!” Francois soon appeared. “Wine, my friend! And a good one.”

“Yes, monsieur, of course; but a courier has just arrived.”

“Let him go to the devil, I say.”

“Yes, monsieur, but—”

“Let him leave his message at the office; we’ll look at it tomorrow. There’s time tomorrow—there’ll be daylight,” Baisemeaux sang, each repetition louder than the last.

“Oh, monsieur,” grumbled Francois, unable to hide his irritation, “monsieur.”

“Take care,” Aramis warned, “be careful!”

“Of what?”

“Dear M. d’Herblay,” Baisemeaux said with a slight slur, “the letter a courier brings the governor of a fortress is sometimes an order.”

“Almost always.”

“Aren’t orders from the ministers?”

“Yes, of course; but—”

“And what do ministers do but countersign the king’s signature?”

“Perhaps you’re right. Still, it’s bothersome when you’re having a good dinner, *tête-à-tête* with a friend—Ah! Forgive me, monsieur; I forgot I was hosting you for supper, and that I am speaking to a future cardinal.”

“Set that aside, dear Baisemeaux, and let’s talk of our soldier, of Francois.”

“Well, what about Francois?”

“He hesitated!”

“So he was wrong?”

“Not necessarily. He hesitated for a reason; there’s something odd about this situation. Maybe it wasn’t Francois who was wrong to hesitate—it may have been you, not listening closely enough.”

“Wrong?”

"I’m to be wrong before Francois? That’s a hard one."

"Forgive me, it’s only an irregularity. I thought I ought to point out something important."

"Oh! Maybe you’re right," Baisemeaux stammered. "The king’s orders are sacred; but as for commands that come during supper, I must add—"

"If you’d said that to the great cardinal—hem! Dear Baisemeaux, if his order had any weight."

"I do this not to annoy a bishop."

“*Mordioux!* Am I not excusable?”

“Remember, Baisemeaux, I’ve worn the uniform and know how to obey orders anywhere.”

“So—you’d like—”

“I’d like you to do your duty, my friend; yes, at least in front of this soldier.”

“‘Tis mathematically true,” Baisemeaux exclaimed. Francois was still there. “Fine, bring the order from the king up to me,” he repeated, regaining his composure. He lowered his voice, “Do you know what this will be? I’ll tell you something just as interesting: ‘Beware of fire near the magazine,’ or, ‘Keep an eye on so-and-so, who’s clever at breaking out.’ Ah! If you knew, monseigneur, how many times I’ve been jolted from the best sleep by messengers galloping in, just to hand me a slip of paper that says: ‘Monsieur de Baisemeaux, what’s new?’ Clearly, the people who waste their time writing this don’t know what it means to sleep in the Bastille.”

They think they know best; but they’ve never considered the thickness of these walls, the vigilance of my officers, or how many rounds we make. But what can you expect, monseigneur? It’s their job to write and keep me from rest, to disturb my peace,” Baisemeaux said, bowing to Aramis. “Let them go on with their work.”

“And you should do yours,” the bishop replied, smiling. Just then Francois returned, and Baisemeaux took the minister’s letter from him. Carefully, he unsealed and read it slowly.

Aramis pretended to sip his wine, so he could watch his host through his glass. After reading the letter, Baisemeaux cried, “What did I say? What’s this?”

“An order of release! Well now, some good news to interrupt our evening!”

“Good news for the one concerned, you’ll agree, my dear governor!”

“And at eight o’clock in the evening, too!”

“It’s quite charitable!”

“Oh, charity is nice and all, but it’s for the man who’s so tired and weary—not for me, who’s busy enjoying myself,” Baisemeaux said, quite vexed.

“You’re going to lose to him, then? And does the prisoner being released pay well?”

“Oh, not at all! Just a miserable, five-franc rat!”

“Let me look at it,” M. d’Herblay asked. “Would that be indiscreet?”

“Not a bit; go ahead and read it.”

“‘Urgent’ is written on the letter; you noticed that?”

“Oh, splendid! ‘Urgent!’—for someone who’s been here ten years!”

“They insist he must be released tonight, right now, at eight o’clock!—*urgent!*” Baisemeaux repeated, shrugging with topmost disdain. He tossed the letter on the table and went back to his supper. “They love these games!” he grumbled, mouth full. “They nab a man out of nowhere, lock him up for ten years, and then send a note: ‘Watch him closely,’ or ‘Keep tight guard over him.’ You get used to thinking he’s dangerous, and suddenly they say—‘Release him,’ and slap ‘urgent’ on it. Admit it, my lord, that’s enough to make a man sigh at supper!”

“Isn’t it just their trade to write?” Aramis replied, “and yours to carry out their orders?”

“Yes, yes! Carry it out! Oh, patience!”

"You don’t have to see yourself as a slave."

"Good heavens! Dear M. Baisemeaux, who ever said so? Your independence is well established."

"Thank goodness for it!"

"But your kindness is also respected."

"Oh, please, don’t bring that up!"

"And your loyalty as well. Once a soldier, always a soldier, Baisemeaux."

"And I’ll obey at once; tomorrow morning at dawn, the prisoner will go free."

"Tomorrow?"

"At first light."

"Why not this very night, especially since the *lettre de cachet* plainly says 'urgent' on both the address and the inside?"

"Because it’s supper tonight, and our own affairs are urgent too!"

"My dear Baisemeaux, even in my boots, I feel like a priest, and mercy comes before hunger or thirst."  
This poor man’s suffered long enough. You just told me he’s been in your care ten years. Please, make his suffering brief now. His moment for release is here; do him this kindness at once. God will reward your charity with many years of happiness in Paradise.”

“You really wish for this?”

“I am asking you.”

“In the middle of our meal?”

“I beg you; a deed like that is worth ten Benedicites.”

“Very well, it will be done just as you wish, but our supper will get cold.”

“Oh, that doesn’t matter.”

Baisemeaux leaned back to call Francois and casually turned toward the door.

The order was still on the table, and Aramis used the opportunity to switch the note with another, folded in the same way, which he quickly took from his pocket while Baisemeaux wasn’t looking. “Francois,” the governor said, “have the major come up with the turnkeys from the Bertaudiere.” Francois bowed and left, leaving the two companions on their own.

# Chapter VIII: The General of the Order

A brief silence fell between them, during which Aramis kept his gaze fixed on Baisemeaux. The governor seemed unsure about interrupting his supper, clearly searching for some excuse—valid or not—to delay the meeting, at least until after dessert.

It seemed he had finally found an excuse. “But it’s impossible!” he exclaimed.

“How is it impossible?” Aramis replied. “Show me this impossibility.”

“It’s impossible to release a prisoner at this hour. Where could he go, a man so unfamiliar with Paris?”

“He’ll find a place, wherever that may be.”

“Then it’s like setting a blind man free!”

“I have a carriage and can take him wherever he wants.”

“You always have an answer for everything.”

“Francois, please inform Monsieur le Major to go and open the cell of M. Seldon, No. 3, Bertaudiere.”

“Seldon!” Aramis exclaimed, surprised. “Did you say Seldon?”

“I did say Seldon, of course. That is the name of the man they’ve set free.”

“Oh! You meant to say Marchiali?” Aramis clarified.

“Marchiali? Oh, yes, indeed. No, no, Seldon.”

“I believe you’re mistaken, Monsieur Baisemeaux.”

“I’ve read the order.”

“So have I.” “And I saw ‘Seldon’ in letters as large as this,” Baisemeaux said, holding up his finger.

“And I read ‘Marchiali’ in characters just as bold,” Aramis replied, raising two fingers.

“Let’s clarify this; we need to shed some light on the matter,” Baisemeaux insisted, confident in his assertion.

“There’s the paper; all you need to do is read it.”

“I’ve read ‘Marchiali,’” Aramis replied, unfolding the document. “Look.”

Baisemeaux glanced at it, and his arms fell to his sides in shock. “Yes, yes,” he stammered, clearly overwhelmed. “Yes, Marchiali. It’s unmistakably written—Marchiali! Quite true!”

“Ah!—”

“How? The man we’ve discussed so often?”

"The man they keep telling me to take such care of?"

“There is ‘Marchiali,’” Aramis replied, his tone unwavering. “I must admit, monseigneur, I understand nothing of it.”

“Well, you can trust your eyes, at least.”

“It clearly states ‘Marchiali.’”

“And in a fine hand, no less.”

“It’s astonishing! I can still see that order and the name Seldon, the Irishman. I can see it clearly. Ah!”

“I even remember that there was a blot of ink under this name.”

“No, there’s no ink; no blot,” came the reply.

“Oh, but there was! I know it because I rubbed my finger—this very one—on the powder that covered the blot.”

“Regardless of the details, dear M. Baisemeaux,” Aramis said, “the order to release Marchiali has been signed, blot or no blot.”

“The order is signed to release Marchiali,” Baisemeaux echoed mechanically, struggling to regain his composure. “And you are going to release this prisoner. If your heart compels you to free Seldon as well, I assure you I won’t oppose it in the slightest.” Aramis smiled at this, the irony of his expression cutting through Baisemeaux’s confusion and restoring his confidence.

“Monseigneur,” Baisemeaux continued, “this Marchiali is the very same prisoner whom a priest confessor from *our order* visited the other day in such an imperious and secretive manner.”

“I’m not aware of that, monsieur,” the bishop replied.

“‘Twas not so long ago, dear Monsieur d’Herblay.”

“That may be true. But for us, monsieur, it’s best that the man of today forgets what the man of yesterday did.”

“In any case,” Baisemeaux remarked, “the visit from the Jesuit confessor must have brought this man some happiness.”

Aramis said nothing in response, returning to his meal. Baisemeaux, however, set aside his own food, once again examining the order from every angle. Under normal circumstances, this scrutiny would have ignited Aramis’s impatience, but the Bishop of Vannes remained calm, reminding himself that anger could be dangerous. “Are you going to release Marchiali?” he asked. “This sherry is exquisite—so mellow and fragrant, my dear governor.”

“Monseigneur,” Baisemeaux replied, “I will release the prisoner Marchiali only after I’ve summoned the courier who delivered the order and, more importantly, after I’ve questioned him to my satisfaction.”

“The order is sealed, and the courier knows nothing of its contents.”

“What do you want to clarify for yourself?”

“Very well, monseigneur; however, I will send a message to the ministry, and M. de Lyonne will either confirm or rescind the order.”

“What good will that do?” Aramis asked, his tone icy. “What purpose does it serve?”

“Yes, what is your aim?”

“The aim is to avoid self-deception, monseigneur; to maintain the respect that a subordinate owes to his superiors, and to uphold the duties of a service one has willingly accepted.”

“Very well said; your eloquence is admirable. It is indeed true that a subordinate must respect his superiors, and he is at fault if he deceives himself. He should be held accountable for any breach of his duties or the laws governing his office.”

Baisemeaux stared at the bishop in disbelief. “So, you’re suggesting,” Aramis continued, “that you intend to seek counsel to ease your conscience on this matter?”

“Yes, monseigneur.”

“And if a superior officer issues orders, you will comply?”

“Without a doubt, monseigneur.”

“You are familiar with the king’s signature, M. de Baisemeaux?”

“Yes, monseigneur.”

“Is it not present on this order of release?”

“That is true, but it could—”

“Be forged, you mean?”

“That is indeed possible, monseigneur.”

“You are correct.

“And what about M. de Lyonne?”

“I can see it clearly on the order, but just as the king’s signature could have been forged, so too—perhaps even more likely—could M. de Lyonne’s.”

“Your logic is impressive, M. de Baisemeaux,” Aramis replied. “Your reasoning is compelling. But what specific grounds lead you to believe these signatures are false?”

“Simply this: the absence of counter-signatures. There’s nothing to verify his majesty’s signature, and M.

“de Lyonne is not here to inform me that he has signed.”

“Well, Monsieur de Baisemeaux,” Aramis said, fixing the governor with a piercing gaze, “I wholeheartedly embrace your doubts and your method of resolving them. If you would be so kind as to provide me with a pen.”

Baisemeaux handed him a pen. “And a sheet of white paper,” Aramis added. Baisemeaux complied, offering him some paper. “Now, I—here present—I am about to write an order that I am certain you will believe, despite your skepticism!”

Baisemeaux went pale at this chilling confidence. It struck him that the bishop’s voice, which had just moments ago been light and playful, had turned somber and grave; the wax lights seemed to transform into the flickering candles of a funeral chapel, and the glasses of wine into chalices filled with blood. Aramis took the pen and began to write.

Baisemeaux, filled with dread, leaned in to read over the bishop's shoulder. “A. M. D. G.,” the bishop wrote, drawing a cross beneath those four letters, which stood for *ad majorem Dei gloriam*, meaning “to the greater glory of God.” He continued, “It is our pleasure that the order delivered to M. de Baisemeaux de Montlezun, governor for the king of the Bastille, be deemed valid and effective, and that it be executed without delay.”

(Signed) D’HERBLAY  
“General of the Order, by the grace of God.”

Baisemeaux was so utterly astonished that his features remained tense, his lips parted, and his eyes wide with disbelief.

He remained utterly still, not uttering a sound. In

```markdown
# Chapter IX: The Tempter

“My prince,” Aramis said, turning in the carriage to face his companion, “though I am but a weak creature, modest in intellect and lowly in the hierarchy of intelligent beings, I have never conversed with a man without being able to perceive his thoughts through the living mask that hides our true feelings.” But tonight, in this darkness, with the reserve you maintain, I can read nothing on your face. Something tells me I will have great difficulty extracting a sincere response from you. I ask you, not for my own sake—after all, subjects should never be a burden on princes—but for your own good, to listen carefully to every word, every nuance. In these serious circumstances, every word is as important as any ever spoken in the world.

“I am listening,” replied the young prince, “without either eagerness or fear for what you are about to say.” He sank deeper into the thick cushions of the carriage, trying to obscure not only his presence but even the very idea of himself from his companion. The darkness surrounded them, thick and impenetrable, as the branches of the trees intertwined overhead. The carriage, hidden beneath this immense canopy, would not have received a ray of light, even if one could have pierced the mist rising along the avenue.

“Monseigneur,” Aramis continued, “you know the history of the government that currently rules France. The king emerged from a childhood as imprisoned, obscure, and confined as yours. However, instead of escaping that confinement in a prison, that obscurity in solitude, and those restrictions in secrecy, he was forced to endure all those miseries, humiliations, and hardships in full view of the world—under the constant glare of royalty, on a stage bathed in light, where every error is magnified, and every glory can seem a flaw.” The king has suffered; it eats at his mind, and he will seek to take revenge. He will become a tyrant. I do not mean he will shed his people’s blood like Louis XI or Charles IX; he has no private feuds to settle. Instead, he will consume the resources and wealth of his subjects, for he has suffered injuries that touch his own interests and property.

Above all, I feel peace in my conscience as I judge the qualities and faults of this great prince. If I condemn him, my conscience absolves me.

Aramis paused, not to listen for the silence of the forest, but to collect his thoughts from deep within himself, letting the weight of his words settle in his companion's mind. “Everything Heaven does is for the best,” continued the Bishop of Vannes. “I'm so certain of this that I've long been grateful I was chosen to be the keeper of the secret I helped you discover.”

A just Providence needed an instrument—one who is perceptive, persistent, and determined—to complete a great task. I am that instrument. I am penetration, perseverance, and conviction; I lead a mysterious people who have adopted as their motto the words of God: ‘*Patiens quia aeternus*.’” The prince shifted in his seat. “I can see, monseigneur, your surprise at the people I command. You did not realize you were in the presence of a king—yes, monseigneur, a king of a very humble and dispossessed people; humble because their strength lies only in their capacity to endure, and dispossessed because, almost always in this world, my people do not reap the harvest they sow nor enjoy the fruits of their labor.

They labor for an abstract ideal, focusing all their efforts on one person. Around this individual, through their toil, they create a faint halo, which his brilliance will turn into a glory lit by the rays of every crown in Christendom. Such is the man beside you, monseigneur. I am here to tell you that he has pulled you from the abyss for a noble purpose: to raise you above the powers of the earth—even above himself.”

The prince gently touched Aramis’s arm. “You speak of that religious order of which you are the leader. To me, your words suggest that the day you wish to bring down the man you raised up, you will succeed; that you will always control your creation.”

“Do not be misled, monseigneur,” replied the bishop. “I would not risk playing this dangerous game with your royal highness if I did not have a personal interest in winning.”

"The day you are raised up, you are elevated forever. You will overturn the footstool as you rise, sending it rolling away so far that its distant sight will never remind you of its claim to your simple gratitude."

"Oh, monsieur!"

"Your reaction, monseigneur, comes from a noble spirit. I thank you for that. Rest assured, I desire more than gratitude! I am convinced that once you reach the summit, you will find me even more worthy of your friendship. Together, monseigneur, we will accomplish deeds that future generations will speak of for ages to come."

"Tell me openly, monsieur—without disguise—who I am today and what you intend for me tomorrow."

"You are the son of King Louis XIII, brother of Louis XIV, the natural and legitimate heir to the throne of France. By keeping you close, just as he has kept Monsieur—your younger brother—the king has reserved for himself the right to be the legitimate sovereign. Only the doctors can contest his legitimacy." But doctors always favor the king who is present over the one who is absent. Providence has decreed that you should be persecuted; this persecution today makes you the true king of France. You have a valid claim to the throne, since your legitimacy is contested; you have a right to be proclaimed king, since you have been hidden away; and you carry royal blood, since no one has dared to spill yours, unlike that of your servants.

Now, consider what this Providence, which you have so often thought opposed you, has done. It has given you the features, height, age, and voice of your brother. The very reasons for your suffering are about to become the very reasons for your triumph. Tomorrow—from the very first moment—you will stand as the living shadow, the mirror image of Louis XIV, and step onto his throne. It is from this seat that the will of Heaven, carried out by mankind, will have cast him down, with no hope of return.”

“I understand,” said the prince. “So my brother’s blood will not be shed, then.”

“You alone will decide his fate.”

“The secret they used against me?”

“You will use it against him.”

“What did he do to hide it?”

“He hid you. As his living twin, you will foil the plans of Mazarin and Anne of Austria. You, my prince, share the same interest in keeping him concealed, for as a prisoner, he will be the reflection of you, just as you will become him as king.”

“I come back to my earlier question: Who will guard him?”

“Who guarded *you?*”

“You know this secret—you’ve used it regarding my own situation. Who else is in on it?”

“The queen-mother and Madame de Chevreuse.”

“What will they do?”

“Nothing, if that is your wish.”

“How is that possible?”

“How can they recognize you if you carry yourself in a way that prevents anyone from identifying you?”

“That is true; but there are important difficulties.”

“Please, tell me, prince.”

“My brother is married; I cannot take my brother’s wife.”

“I will persuade Spain to agree to a divorce; the new policy requires it, and it’s a question of simple morality.”

"All that is truly noble and genuinely useful in this world will find its place."

"The imprisoned king will speak."

"To whom do you think he will speak—to the walls?"

"You mean by 'walls,' the men you trust."

"If necessary, yes. And also, your royal highness—"

"Also?"

"I was going to say that Providence’s work is never so straightforward. Every plan like this ends in its proper result, like a geometric calculation. The king in his prison will not be a problem to you as you have been to the king on the throne. His nature is proud and impatient; living in luxury and with the freedoms of sovereign power has weakened him. The same Providence that brought about the step I have described to your royal highness—your accession to the throne and your rival's downfall—has also arranged that, defeated, he will soon put an end to his suffering and yours." So his body and mind are suited to only a short struggle. Imprisoned like any other man, left alone with his doubts and stripped of everything, he will not withstand it for long. Heaven will reclaim his soul as fate decides—which will be soon.”

As Aramis went deeper into his dark argument, a night bird called from the forest’s depths, its chilling cry sending shivers through every creature. “I will exile the deposed king,” Philippe said, trembling. “It will be more humane.”

“The king’s will shall determine that,” Aramis replied. “But have we framed the problem correctly? Have I found a solution that matches what your royal highness desires or foresees?”

“Yes, monsieur, yes; you have missed nothing—except two things.”

“What are they?”

“Let us get straight to the point, as honestly as we have so far.” Let's look at what could destroy all our hopes. Let's consider the real risks.

“The consequences would be vast, overwhelming, and impossible—if, as I said, everything did not combine to make them insignificant. There is no danger for either of us, as long as your royal highness's firmness and courage equal the resemblance you bear to your brother. Once again: there are no dangers, only obstacles—a word I see in every language, though I have always failed to understand it. If I were king, I would abolish it as pointless and absurd.”

“Indeed, monsieur; there is a danger you seem not to notice—an insurmountable danger.”

“Ah!” Aramis replied. “There is conscience, which cries out; there is remorse, which never leaves us.”

“True, true,” the bishop replied. “You remind me of a real weakness of the heart. Yes; that is indeed a great obstacle.”

"The horse, scared of the ditch, jumps into it and dies! The man who hesitates in a duel leaves himself open to defeat!"

"Do you have a brother?" the young man asked Aramis.

"I am alone in the world," Aramis replied, his voice hardened and dry.

"But surely there’s someone you love?" Philippe pressed.

"No one! Yes, I love you."

The young man fell silent, his breathing sounding thunderous to Aramis. "Monseigneur," Aramis continued, "I have not yet told you everything I need to, nor given you all the wise counsel and valuable resources I possess."

It is pointless to show bright hopes to someone who craves darkness; just as it is pointless to interrupt the peace of a man who loves the countryside with the roar of cannon. Monseigneur, I have your happiness laid out in my mind; listen to me, for my words are meaningful and precious for you, who so loves clear skies, green meadows, and the fresh air.

I know a land filled with every kind of joy, a hidden paradise—a quiet corner of the world—where, alone and free, in thick woods and among flowers, beside murmuring streams, you could forget all the sorrows that human folly has placed upon you. Oh! Listen to me, my prince. I am quite earnest.

I have a heart, a mind, and a soul, and I can see into yours—deep within. I will not push you into your task unprepared, or force you into what I, myself, desire for any selfish reason. It must be all or nothing. You seem troubled, ill at ease, overwhelmed by the storm of emotions that only an hour of freedom has unleashed. To me, that makes it clear you may not truly want to remain free. Do you desire a simpler, more peaceful life?

"Heaven is my witness that I only want your happiness to come from the trial to which I have subjected you."

“Speak, speak,” urged the prince, his eagerness obvious to Aramis. “I know,” the prelate went on, “of a place in Bas-Poitou, a region little known in France. Twenty leagues is a great extent, is it not? Twenty leagues, monseigneur, covered in water, grass, and the most splendid reeds; a land of islands shaded by thick woods. Here, the vast marshes, draped in reeds like a thick cloak, lie beneath the sun’s gentle and soft rays. A few fishermen and their families live peacefully there, dwelling on large floating rafts made of poplar and alder, their floors interwoven with reeds and their roofs thatched with rushes."

These floating homes drift softly on the waters. When they touch the bank, it’s by chance, so quietly that the fisherman is not disturbed in his sleep. He only lands when he sees a flock of landrails, plovers, wild ducks, teal, widgeon, or woodchucks—easy prey for his net or gun. Silver shad, eels, and greedy pike rush into his nets; he just takes the best and lets the rest go. No stranger—soldier or citizen—has ever entered this region. The sun’s rays are mild, and in patches of rich earth, vines grow that yield clusters of purple, white, and golden grapes.

Once a week, a boat brings bread from the communal oven shared by all. There, you would live like an old lord, surrounded by your dogs, fishing lines, guns, and your charming reed house. You would live richly, hunting and enjoying a life of absolute secrecy. Years would glide by, and at last, you would be unrecognizable, changed in every way, shaped by your new fate.

In this bag, monseigneur, there are a thousand pistoles—enough to buy all the marshland I mentioned; enough to support you for as many years as you have left to live. You would become the richest, freest, and happiest man in the land. Accept it; I offer it willingly. I’ll unhitch two horses from the carriage right over there. With my servant—who is deaf and mute—they will escort you throughout the night, letting you rest by day, until you reach this place I’ve described. At least then, I’ll know I have given my prince the happiness he truly desires.

I will have made one person happy—and for that, Heaven will hold me in higher regard than if I had made a man powerful; the former is much the harder thing. Now, monseigneur, what is your answer to this offer? The money is here. Don’t hesitate. In Poitou, you face nothing worse than the local fevers, which can be cured by the so-called wizards of the region, for your pistoles. If you choose the other path, you risk being assassinated on a throne or strangled in a prison cell.

"By my soul, I tell you, as I weigh them, I waver on which fate to choose."

“Monsieur,” the young prince replied, “before I decide, let me step out of this carriage, feel the earth beneath me, and listen to that quiet voice within—conscience, which Heaven asks every man to hear. Give me ten minutes, and I will give you my answer.”

“As you wish, monseigneur,” Aramis said, bowing respectfully. The seriousness and gravity in the young man's voice touched him deeply.

# Chapter X: Crown and Tiara

Aramis was the first to step out, opening the carriage door for the young man. He watched as the prince put his foot on the mossy ground, his entire body shaking, and took a hesitant, almost stumbling step around the carriage.

It was as if the poor prisoner was unaccustomed to walking on God’s earth. It was August 15th, about eleven at night; thick clouds gathered overhead, threatening a storm, and covered all light and view beneath their heavy folds. The edge of the avenue was barely distinguishable from the grove, marked only by a shade of gray that, on closer look, was lighter than the darkness around it.

But the fragrance rising from the grass was fresher and much stronger than that of the surrounding trees. The air, soft and balmy, wrapped round him for the first time in so many years, and the first joy of freedom spoke to him so seductively that, in spite of himself—even of his usual restraint—he could not keep down a deep sigh of happiness. Slowly, he raised his tired head, inhaling the scented air that gently wafted toward his face. He crossed his arms over his chest, as if to hold back this unfamiliar delight, and savored those sweet breaths of that mysterious air, found only in the highest woods at midnight.

He looked up at the sky, listened to the waters, and breathed in the coolness all around—was not all of this reality? Was Aramis not mad to hope there could be anything better in this world? Those vivid images of country life, free of fear and worry, the endless sea of happiness that glitters in every young dream—these are real temptations for a prisoner worn out by confinement and the stifling air of the Bastille. It was this vision Aramis raised when he offered the thousand pistoles he carried to Philippe, describing an enchanted Eden within the lonely marshes of Bas-Poitou.

Such were Aramis’s thoughts as he watched, with indescribable anxiety, the silent changes in Philippe’s soul. He saw the young man growing more solemn, offering Heaven a silent prayer for guidance at this decisive moment, one that could mean life or death.

It was a tense moment for the bishop of Vannes, a man who, until now, had never met a project his iron will could not overcome, who had never felt bested or defeated. Now, he was worried—worried that nature’s beauty was more powerful than all his plans. Meanwhile, Aramis watched with deep emotion as Philippe struggled with himself. The suspense lasted the full ten minutes he had asked for—a true eternity. During it, Philippe looked up, his face full of sadness and longing. Aramis watched him intently, waiting. Suddenly, the young man lowered his head.

He returned from his dreams to the earth, and his expression hardened. His brow narrowed, his mouth set in stubborn resolve. His eyes, once wide with longing, now burned with ambition—driven by greed, pride, and powerful desire. At the same time, Aramis’s mood softened from what it had been before. Philippe seized Aramis’s hand in a quick, agitated gesture and exclaimed:

“Take me to where the crown of France is.”

“Is this your final decision, monseigneur?” Aramis asked.

“It is.”

“Irrevocably so?”

Philippe did not answer. He gave Aramis a look that said once a man decides, there is no going back. “Such words are the sparks of an inner flame—a sure sign of greatness,” Aramis said, bowing over Philippe’s hand. “You will be great, monseigneur; I am sure of it.”

“Let us continue our talk.”

"I wanted to discuss two points with you. First, the dangers or obstacles we may face—this matter is settled. The second is the terms you may wish to set for me. It is your turn, M. d’Herblay."

"The conditions, monseigneur?"

"Of course. You would not delay me so; and I trust you would not think me uninterested in the matter."

“So, without any hesitation or evasion, speak the truth—”

“I will, monseigneur. Once you are king—”

“When will that be?”

“Tomorrow night—I mean, in the evening.”

“Be clear.”

“When I have asked your highness a question.”

“Ask it.”

“I sent a man I trust to bring you some densely written notes, carefully put together, which tell you everything about the people who are and will be your court.”

“I have read those notes.”

“Carefully?”

“I know them by heart.”

“And you understand them? Forgive me for asking, but may I ask that of a prince just freed from the Bastille? In a week’s time, it will not be needed. You will then have full use of your liberty and your power.”

“Question me, then—I will be as a student before his teacher.”

“Let us begin with your family, monseigneur.”

“My mother, Anne of Austria! All her sorrows, her painful illness. Oh! I know her—I know her well.”

“Your second brother?” Aramis asked, bowing slightly.

“Those notes,” the prince replied, “you have made so vivid that I could know the souls whose characters, manners, and histories you so fully detailed. My brother, Monsieur, is a handsome young man with dark features and a pale complexion. He does not love his wife, Henrietta, whom I, Louis XIV, once loved and still flirt with, even though she made me cry when she tried to dismiss Mademoiselle de la Vallière from her service in disgrace.”

“You must tread carefully regarding the vigilance of the latter,” Aramis cautioned. “She is deeply devoted to the current king. The eyes of a woman in love are hard to deceive.”

“She is fair, with blue eyes that reveal her affection. She walks with a slight limp and writes

# Chapter XIII: Nectar and Ambrosia

M. Fouquet held the stirrup for the king, who, after dismounting, gave a gracious bow. Even more cordially, he offered Fouquet his hand, which, after a brief hesitation from the king, Fouquet respectfully kissed.

The king chose to wait in the first courtyard for the arrival of the carriages, and he did not have to wait long. The roads, expertly maintained by the superintendent, were so smooth that not even a stone as large as an egg could be found along the entire way from Melun to Vaux. As a result, the carriages glided along as if on a carpet, bringing the ladies to Vaux by eight o’clock without any jolting or weariness.

They were welcomed by Madame Fouquet, and at that moment, dazzling light burst forth everywhere—illuminating the trees, vases, and marble statues. This wondrous display lasted until the royal party had moved into the palace. The chronicler has recorded these marvels, risking comparisons with the most fantastic scenes of romance. The splendor seemed to make night itself vanish, transforming nature, and combining every luxury and delight to satisfy all the senses and the imagination. Truly, Fouquet gave his king a retreat that no monarch in Europe could rival at that moment.

We will not detail the grand banquet for the royal guests, the concerts, nor the fairy-tale transformations that followed. It is enough to note the change in the king’s attitude. His first joy was replaced by a gloomy, irritated mood. He could not help but compare his own residence—a palace, certainly, but one marked by modest and indifferent luxury, catering only to basic needs, lacking the personal detail that makes a place truly belong to its owner.

The great vases of the Louvre, and the old furniture and silverware from the reigns of Henry II, Francis I, and Louis XI, were merely relics—historical objects and specimens for artists and antiquarians. In contrast, Fouquet valued his possessions not merely for beauty but for their artistry. He dined from a gold service made just for him by artists he personally employed, and he enjoyed wines unknown even to the King of France, drinking from goblets worth more than the royal wine cellar itself.

What more can be said of his rooms’ elegance, the rich hangings, the fine paintings, and the sheer number and diversity of servants and officers? The service itself was extraordinary—the usual court stiffness and form

# Chapter XIV: A Gascon, and a Gascon and a Half

D’Artagnan was determined not to waste any time, a habit he had long cultivated. After asking about Aramis, he searched in all directions until he finally found him.

As soon as the king arrived at Vaux, Aramis withdrew to his room, likely planning some new gesture of gallantry to entertain His Majesty. D’Artagnan asked the servants to announce him and made his way to the second floor, where he found the bishop of Vannes in the beautiful Blue Chamber, named for its remarkable hangings, along with Porthos and several modern Epicureans.

Aramis welcomed D’Artagnan warmly, offering him the best seat in the room. It soon became clear to those present that the musketeer was somewhat reserved and hoped for a private conversation with Aramis. Sensing this, the Epicureans left. Porthos, however, remained sound asleep after a hearty meal, slumped in his armchair. His deep, thunderous snoring filled the room, allowing D’Artagnan and Aramis to speak freely without worrying about waking him.

D’Artagnan decided it was time to start the discussion. “So, we’ve arrived at Vaux,” he said. “What do you think of the place?”

“I like it very much, and I find M. Fouquet quite pleasant as well.”

“Isn’t he a charming host?”

“Absolutely, you couldn’t ask for anyone more gracious.”

“I’ve heard that the king at first kept his distance from M. Fouquet, but later became much more friendly.”

“You didn’t see this yourself, then, since you say you’ve only heard about it?”

“No, I was busy with the gentlemen who just left, talking about the plays and tournaments scheduled for tomorrow.”

“Ah, I see!”

“You're the comptroller-general of the *fêtes* here, then?”

“You know I’ve always enjoyed every entertainment that excites the imagination; in a way, I’ve always been a poet at heart.”

“Yes, I remember the verses you used to write; they were delightful.”

“I’ve forgotten all that now, but I still enjoy reading the works of others—especially Molière, Pellisson, La Fontaine, and others like them.”

“Do you know what thought came to me this evening, Aramis?”

“No, I can't guess. You have so many ideas; do tell.”

“Well, it struck me that the real king of France isn't Louis XIV.”

“What!” Aramis exclaimed, fixing his gaze on the musketeer. “No, it’s Monsieur Fouquet.”

Aramis breathed out, obviously relieved, and smiled. “Ah! You’re just like everyone else—jealous,” he joked. “I’d bet Colbert came up with that clever line.” To distract Aramis, D’Artagnan started telling of Colbert’s troubles with the *vin de Melun*.

“He comes from humble beginnings, that Colbert,” Aramis said. “Quite true.”

“When I think,” the bishop went on, “that in just four months he’ll be your minister, and you’ll serve him as obediently as you did Richelieu or Mazarin—”

“And as you serve M. Fouquet,” D’Artagnan cut in. “Though there’s one big difference: M. Fouquet is not M. Colbert.”

“True, true,” D’Artagnan said, pretending to be deep in thought. After a pause, he added, “But why are you bringing up M. Colbert now?”

“Colbert will be minister in four months?”

“Because M. Fouquet will no longer be in that role,” Aramis replied.

“Ruined, you mean?” D’Artagnan asked.

“Completely.”

“Then why is he throwing these *fêtes*?” the musketeer wondered, his tone thoughtful and intentionally measured to briefly throw off the bishop. “Why didn’t you try to talk him out of it?”

That question felt a touch too sharp, rekindling Aramis’s earlier suspicions. “He does it to please the king.”

“By ruining himself?”

“Yes, by sacrificing himself for the king.”

“That’s quite an eccentric—and some might even say sinister—strategy.”

“Necessity, my friend. Necessity.”

“I’m not sure I understand, dear Aramis.”

“Don’t you?”

"Have you not noticed M. Colbert's increasing hostility? He seems determined to push the king to dismiss the superintendent."

"Anyone would have to be blind to miss it."

"And a cabal is already forming against M. Fouquet."

"Everyone knows it."

"What are the chances that the king would join a group against someone who has given everything to please him?"

"True, true," D’Artagnan replied slowly, still not convinced but eager to change the topic. "There are foolish actions, and then there are truly foolish actions," he went on. "And I do not approve of the ones you are making."

"What do you mean?"

"The banquet, ball, concert, plays, tournaments, the water displays, fireworks, illuminations, the gifts—those are all fine, I agree. But why wasn’t all that enough? Why did you have to give out new livery and costumes to your whole household?”

"You are absolutely right. I told M. Fouquet that if he had enough money, he’d build a new chateau, with everything from the rooftop weather vanes to the cellar, entirely new—inside and out. And as soon as the king left, he’d burn the whole place, so nobody else could use it.

“How very Spanish!”

“I told him just that,” he went on. “Then he told me, ‘Anyone who tells me to save money will be considered my enemy.’”

“It’s madness! And that portrait, too!”

“What portrait?” Aramis asked.

“The portrait of the king, along with the surprise you seem to be preparing.”

“What surprise?”

“The surprise you have in store—that’s why you were sampling things when I saw you at Percerin’s.”

D’Artagnan paused, having shot his arrow; now he only had to watch for its effect.

“That’s just a gesture of politeness,” Aramis replied.

D’Artagnan moved closer to his friend, took both of his hands, and looked him directly in the eye. “Aramis, do you still care for me, even a little?”

“What a question!”

“Very well, then. One favor, if you will.”

“Why did you take the king’s costume patterns from Percerin?”

“Come with me and ask poor Lebrun, who’s been working on them for the past two days and nights.”

“Aramis, that answer may work for everyone else, but for me—”

“Upon my word, D’Artagnan, you surprise me.”

“Please, show me some kindness. Just tell me the truth; you wouldn’t want anything bad to happen to me, would you?”

“My dear friend, you’re becoming quite impossible to understand. What could you possibly suspect?”

“Do you trust my instincts? You used to. Well, something tells me you’re up to something secret.”

“I—a plan?”

“I’m sure of it.”

“Nonsense!”

“I’m not just guessing—I’d even swear it.”

“Really, D’Artagnan, you distress me. If I had a scheme that I needed to hide from you, do you really think I’d tell you?”

“If I had something I could and should reveal, don’t you think I’d already have done so?”

“No, Aramis, no. Some plans stay secret until the right time to reveal them.”

“In that case, my friend,” the bishop replied with a laugh, “it seems the right moment hasn’t come yet.”

D’Artagnan shook his head, his face taking on a sorrowful look. “Oh, friendship, friendship!” he sighed. “What an empty word you are! Here stands a man who would let himself be torn apart for my sake.”

“You are right,” Aramis replied with dignity. “And yet, this man, who would spill his very last drop of blood for me, won’t share even the smallest part of his heart. Friendship, I say again, is just an insubstantial shadow—an illusion, like everything in this bright and blinding world.”

“You shouldn’t talk about *our* friendship that way,” the bishop answered, steady and sincere. “Ours is not like the ones you describe.”

“Look at us, Aramis—three of the old ‘four.’ You’re deceiving me; I can feel it, and Porthos is fast asleep.”

A fine trio of friends, wouldn’t you say? What a moving reminder of those treasured old times!

“I can tell you one thing, D’Artagnan, and I swear it on the Bible: I love you just as much as ever. If I ever doubt you, it’s only because of others, not because of us. In all I do, and in every success I win, you’ll always have your place. Do you promise me the same?”

“If I’m not mistaken, Aramis, your words at this moment are spoken with true feeling.”

“That’s quite likely.”

“You’re plotting against M. Colbert.”

"If that’s all, *mordioux*, just say so. I’ve got the instrument in my hand—I can pull the tooth if needed."

A scornful smile flickered on Aramis's proud face. "And if I really were plotting against Colbert, what harm would that do?"

"No, no; that’s too small a thing for you to be involved in. You didn’t ask Percerin for the king’s costume patterns for that. Oh, Aramis, remember, we aren’t enemies—we’re brothers. Tell me your intentions, and on my honor as a D’Artagnan, if I can’t help you, I promise I’ll at least stay neutral."

"I am up to nothing," Aramis replied.

“Aramis, I hear a voice inside me, showing me a beam of light in my darkness. It’s a voice that has never deceived me. It tells me you are plotting against the king.”

“The king?” the bishop exclaimed, pretending to be upset. “You’re not convincing me; I repeat: the king.”

“Will you help me?” Aramis asked with a sly smile. “Aramis, I won’t just help you—I’ll act; I’ll save you.”

“You’re mad, D’Artagnan.”

“In this case, I’m the wiser one.”

“You suspect me of wanting to assassinate the king!”

“Who said anything about that?” the musketeer replied, smiling. “Let’s be clear. I don’t see what anyone could do to a legitimate king like ours, except kill him.”

D’Artagnan stayed silent.

“Besides, you have your guards and your musketeers here,” the bishop said.

“True.”

“You’re not in M. Fouquet’s house, but in your own.”

“True; but all the same, Aramis, I beg you for just one word from a true friend.”

“A true friend’s word is always the truth. If I ever even think of touching, even with a finger, the son of Anne of Austria, the rightful king of France—if I do not intend to bow before his throne—if every thought that comes to me tomorrow, here at Vaux, does not focus on making it the most magnificent day my king has ever seen—may Heaven strike me where I stand!”

Aramis made this oath while looking at the alcove of his bedroom, where D’Artagnan, sitting with his back turned, was unaware of the presence hidden inside. The seriousness of Aramis's words, the slow, careful way he spoke, and the weight of his oath gave the musketeer complete satisfaction. He took Aramis's hands and shook them warmly.

Aramis had suffered the rebukes without flinching, but he blushed at the sound of praise. D’Artagnan, deceived, honored him, but that trust only increased Aramis's shame. “Are you leaving?” he asked, hugging D’Artagnan to hide the blush on his cheeks. “Yes. Duty calls. I have to get the watchword.”

"It seems I will stay in the king’s antechamber. Where is Porthos sleeping?"

"Take him with you if you want; he snores like a cannon."

"Ah! So he doesn’t stay with you, then?" D’Artagnan asked.

"Not at all. He has his own room, though I don’t know where."

"Very good!" said the musketeer, satisfied, since the separation of the two friends put to rest his last doubts. He gently tapped Porthos on the shoulder, which made Porthos yawn loudly.

"Come along," D’Artagnan said.

“What a surprise, D’Artagnan! Is it really you? What luck! Oh, right—I nearly forgot; I’m at the *fête* at Vaux.”

“Yes, and your splendid suit turns quite a few heads.”

“Indeed, it was most thoughtful of Monsieur Coquelin de Volière, don’t you think?”

“Shh!” Aramis warned. “You’re stomping so hard you might break the floor.”

“True,” said the musketeer. “I think this room is over the dome.”

“And I assure you, I didn’t choose it as a fencing room,” added the bishop. “The ceiling of the king’s room below is as light and peaceful as a sleep. So remember, my floor is only a cover for his ceiling.”

“Good night, friends. In ten minutes, I’ll be asleep too.” Aramis chuckled softly as he walked them to the door. Once they had left, he quickly bolted the door and sealed the window cracks. Then he called softly, “Monseigneur!—monseigneur!”

Philippe stepped from the alcove, pushing aside a sliding panel hidden behind the bed. “It seems M. d’Artagnan has many suspicions,” he said.

“Ah! So you recognized him even before I said his name?”

“He is your captain of musketeers.”

“He is very devoted

# Chapter XV: Colbert

“Look!”

History will recount, or rather has already recounted, the various events of the following day, highlighting the splendid festivities hosted by the superintendent for his sovereign. Amusement and delight reigned throughout the day, featuring a promenade, a lavish banquet, and a comedy performance. To his great surprise, Porthos recognized “M. Coquelin de Voliere” among the actors in the play titled “Les Fâcheux.”

However, the king remained preoccupied, still reeling from the effects of the poison Colbert had administered the previous evening. Despite the day's brilliance—filled with unexpected and dazzling novelties reminiscent of the wonders of the “Arabian Nights”—he appeared cold, reserved, and withdrawn. The frowns etched on his face would not dissipate; those who observed him could sense a deep-seated resentment—one that had been building for some time, gradually intensifying like a river swelled by many tributaries—vivid and palpable in the king’s heart.

By midday, he began to regain a semblance of composure, and by then, he had likely made up his mind. Aramis, who followed the king’s thoughts as closely as his footsteps, sensed that the anticipated event would soon come to pass. This time, Colbert seemed to move in harmony with the Bishop of Vannes; as if he had received a guiding word from Aramis for each annoyance he caused the king, he could not have been more precise. Throughout the day, the king—eager, no doubt, to escape the troubling thoughts weighing on him—actively sought La Vallière’s company, appearing ever more anxious to avoid M. Colbert and M. Fouquet.

Evening fell, and the king had expressed the wish to postpone his walk in the park until after the evening card games. In the time between supper and the promenade, cards and dice became the focus. The king emerged victorious, winning a thousand pistoles. After pocketing his winnings, he rose and declared, “Now, gentlemen, to the park.”

Upon his arrival, he found that the ladies of the court were already there. As we mentioned earlier, the king had indeed won a thousand pistoles, while M. Fouquet had somehow managed to lose ten thousand. This left the courtiers with a total profit of one hundred and ninety thousand francs to share—a detail that brought radiant joy to the faces of the courtiers and the officers of the king’s household.

However, the same could not be said for the king’s own expression. Despite his success at play, which he certainly appreciated, a subtle shadow of dissatisfaction lingered on his face. Colbert was waiting for him at the corner of one of the avenues, most likely as the result of a rendezvous arranged by the king. Louis XIV, who had been keeping his distance—or so it seemed—suddenly motioned for him to follow, and together they moved into the depths of the park.

La Vallière, too, noticed the king’s gloomy demeanor and the flash of anger in his eyes. She was attuned to the emotions hidden within his heart, and she sensed that this repressed fury was aimed at someone. Determined to shield him from his own wrath, she resolved to intervene as a guardian angel. Overwhelmed by sadness, anxious, and deeply troubled by their prolonged separation, she felt a wave of distress at the sight of his turmoil.

With a hesitant air, she approached the king, her unease on display. In his current frame of mind, he misunderstood her awkwardness. As they found themselves nearly alone—Colbert having discreetly withdrawn a dozen paces when he saw her coming—the king stepped toward La Vallière and took her hand. “Mademoiselle,” he said, “would I be intruding if I asked whether you are unwell?”

“For you seem to breathe as if burdened by a hidden trouble, and your eyes are filled with tears.”

“Oh, sire, if I truly appear so, and if my eyes are indeed brimming with tears, it is only the sorrow I feel for the sadness that seems to burden your majesty.”

“My sadness? You are mistaken, mademoiselle; it is not sadness I feel.”

“What is it, then, sire?”

“Humiliation.”

“Humiliation? Oh, sire, what a word for you to use!”

“I mean, mademoiselle, that wherever I may find myself, no one else should reign. Look about you and judge for yourself whether I am not eclipsed—I, the king of France—by the master of these vast estates.”

“Oh!” he continued, clenching his fists and gritting his teeth. “When I think that this king—”

“Well, sire?” Louise asked, her voice trembling.

“—That this king is a faithless, unworthy servant who grows proud and self-sufficient on the strength of property that rightfully belongs to me and which he has stolen. Therefore, I am about to turn this impudent minister’s celebration into sorrow and mourning, a memory the nymph of Vaux, as the poets call her, will not soon forget.”

“Oh! Your majesty—”

“Well, mademoiselle, do you intend to defend M. Fouquet?” Louis said, visibly impatient.

“No, sire; I only wish to know if your information is sound.”

"Your Majesty has learned more than once the value of accusations made at court."

Louis XIV gestured for Colbert to come closer. "Speak, Monsieur Colbert," the young king said, "for I believe Mademoiselle de la Vallière may require your assistance before she trusts the king's word. Please, tell Mademoiselle what M. Fouquet has done, and perhaps, Mademoiselle, you will kindly listen. It won't take long."

Why did Louis XIV... Why insist upon it so? The answer is simple: his heart was restless, and his mind not wholly convinced. He suspected that beneath those thirteen million francs lay some dark, twisted intrigue. He longed for La Vallière’s pure heart, which recoiled at the thought of theft or robbery, to approve—even just with a word—of the decision he had made, a decision he still hesitated to carry out.

“Speak, monsieur,” La Vallière urged Colbert, who stepped forward. “The king wishes me to listen to you. What is the crime M. Fouquet is accused of?”

“Oh, it’s nothing too serious, mademoiselle,” he replied. “Just a simple abuse of trust.”

“Please, go on, Colbert. Once you’re finished, leave us and let M. D’Artagnan know I have specific orders for him.”

“M. d’Artagnan, sire!” La Vallière exclaimed. “But why call for M. d’Artagnan? Please, tell me.”

“*Pardieu!* It’s to arrest that haughty, arrogant Titan who, true to his threats, dares to challenge my authority.”

“Arrest M. Fouquet, you say?”

“Ah! Does that surprise you?”

“In his own house!”

“Why not?”

“If he is guilty, he is just as guilty in his own home as elsewhere.”

“M. Fouquet, who at this very moment is sacrificing everything for his sovereign.”

“Really, mademoiselle, it seems as if you are defending this traitor.”

Colbert stifled a chuckle. The king turned at the sound of his suppressed laughter. “Sire,” La Vallière said, “I am not defending M. Fouquet; I am defending you.”

“Me? You’re defending me?”

“Sire, you would bring shame upon yourself if you issued such an order.”

“Shame myself!” the king murmured, his face going pale with anger.

“You do show some persistence in your words, mademoiselle.”

“If I do, sire, it is only in service to your majesty,” replied the noble-hearted girl. “For that, I would risk and sacrifice my life without hesitation.”

Colbert appeared about to grumble. La Vallière, that gentle, timid soul, turned to him and, with a flash of firmness, silenced him. “Monsieur,” she said, “when the king acts justly, even if it hurts me or those I love, I have nothing to say. But if the king were to benefit me or mine by acting poorly, I would say so at once.”

“But it seems to me, mademoiselle,” Colbert began, “that I also love the king.”

“Yes, monseigneur, we both love him, but in different ways,” La Vallière replied, her words so sincere that they profoundly moved the young king. “I love him so openly that the world knows it; so purely that the king himself never doubts my affection. He is my king and master, and I am the least of his servants. But let anyone attack his honor, and they threaten my very life.”

"That is why I say again: those who urge the king to arrest M. Fouquet in his own home disgrace him."

Colbert lowered his gaze, sensing that the king had turned against him. As he bowed, he murmured, "Mademoiselle, I have only one thing to say."

"Then don't say it, monsieur; I won’t listen. Besides, what could you tell me? That M. Fouquet has committed certain crimes?"

"I believe he has, for the king says so; and from the moment the king says, 'I think so,' I have no need for others to convince me. Yet, even if M. Fouquet were the worst of men, I would say, 'M. Fouquet is sacred to the king because he is the king’s guest. Even if his house were a den of thieves, if Vaux were a lair of coiners or robbers, his home remains sacred, his palace untouchable, as long as his wife is there. That is an asylum even executioners hesitate to violate.'"

La Vallière paused, falling silent. In spite of himself, the king admired her. He was captivated by the intensity of her voice and the nobility of her cause.

Colbert relented, overwhelmed by the difference in their spirit. At last, the king breathed easier, shook his head, and held out his hand to La Vallière. “Mademoiselle,” he said softly, “why do you oppose me? Don’t you know what this miserable man will do if I give him time to recover?”

“Is he not always within your grasp, sire?” she replied.

“What if he escapes and flees?” Colbert interjected.

“Well, monsieur, it will go down in history that the king let M. Fouquet escape; and the more guilty he may be, the greater the king’s honor and glory will appear for avoiding needless misery and disgrace.”

Louis knelt before La Vallière and kissed her hand.

“I am lost,” Colbert thought, but then a spark of realization glimmered in his eyes. “Oh! No, not yet, you sly old fox!” he muttered to himself. Meanwhile, hidden by the thick foliage of a giant lime tree, the king held La Vallière close in a passionate embrace. Calmly, Colbert rummaged his pocketbook, producing a letter—a little yellowed but clearly valuable, as a sly smile crept across his lips. He then shot a look of disdain at the touching scene of the girl and king, a tableau soon lit by the torches of approaching attendants. Louis caught the glimmer from La Vallière’s white dress. “Go, Louise,” he said quietly, “someone is coming.”

“Mademoiselle, mademoiselle, someone is coming!” Colbert called, urging the young woman to leave quickly.

Louise disappeared among the trees. As the king, who had just knelt before her, rose, Colbert exclaimed, “Ah! Mademoiselle de la Vallière has dropped something.”

“What is it?” asked the king.

“A paper—a letter—something white; look there, sire.”

The king immediately bent down, picked up the letter, and crushed it in his hand. At that moment, the torches arrived, filling the darkness with the brilliance of daylight.

# Chapter XVI: Jealousy

The arrival of the torches, the crowd’s attention, and Fouquet’s fresh ovation for the king all combined to momentarily suspend the impact of La Vallière’s arguments, which had already shaken Louis XIV’s resolve.

He looked at Fouquet with gratitude for giving La Vallière a chance to show her generosity and her deep influence over his heart. The moment for a final, dazzling spectacle had come. Fouquet had scarcely led the king toward the chateau when a blaze of fire shot from the dome of Vaux, and amid a deafening roar, showers of brilliant jets of light illuminated the gardens. The fireworks had begun.

Colbert, standing twenty paces from the king—who was surrounded and celebrated by the master of Vaux—seemed determined to tug Louis’s thoughts back from the spectacle, which he felt distracted him too much from the gravity of the hour. Just as Louis was about to extend his hand to Fouquet, he noticed a piece of paper in his grasp, believing it to be the one La Vallière had dropped as she left in haste.

The irresistible pull of love turned the young king’s eyes to this token from his idol. As the magical light grew more entrancing and drew loud cheers from the nearby villages, the king began reading the letter he thought was a message from La Vallière. But as he went on, a pallor crept over his face. His eyes took on a look of deep and smoldering rage, gleaming in the glow of the fireworks and turning him into a terrifying sight for anyone who could have seen the storm of jealous and angry feelings raging in his heart at that moment.

For him, there was no comfort—he was swept up by jealousy and wild passion. As soon as the dark reality revealed itself, all kinder feelings vanished. Pity, tenderness, and hospitality alike melted away. The torment that possessed him was too much to hide—he was almost ready to call out to his guards. The letter Colbert had dropped at his feet, as the reader has likely guessed, was the same one that disappeared with Toby the porter at Fontainebleau, after Fouquet’s failed attempt to win La Vallière’s affection.

Fouquet noticed the king’s paleness, without guessing the cause, while Colbert, seeing the king’s fury, inwardly delighted in the gathering storm. Fouquet’s voice broke the king’s dark reverie. “What troubles you, sire?” he asked, faking concern.

Louis struggled to collect himself before replying, “Nothing.”

“I fear your majesty is unwell?”

“I am unwell, yes, as I’ve told you, monsieur; but it is nothing.”

With that, the king turned his back on the fireworks, heading for the chateau. Fouquet followed, and the whole court fell in behind, leaving the shimmering fireworks to fade among themselves. The superintendent tried once more to engage Louis XIV in conversation, but the king remained silent.

He assumed there had been a misunderstanding between the king and La Vallière in the park, causing a little quarrel. The king, usually not one to brood, was so passionate about La Vallière that he now resented everyone around him, all the more since his mistress seemed offended. The thought consoled him, and he even managed to give the young king a warm, friendly smile when the latter bid him good night.

The king still had more to bear that evening; custom demanded that he participate in the formal leave-taking, which was conducted with strict ceremony. The next day they were to depart, and courtesy required thanking their host for the countless twelve millions he had spent. The only phrase close to warmth as the king parted from M. Fouquet was simply, “M. Fouquet, you will hear from me. Please ask M. d’Artagnan to come here.”

Yet beneath his calm, Louis XIV’s blood ran hot with rage. He was fully prepared to command M. Fouquet’s downfall as decisively as his predecessor had arranged the murder of Marshal d’Ancre. Concealing his dark resolve behind one of those royal smiles—those fleeting hints of the storm stirring within—he kept up appearances.

Fouquet took the king’s hand and kissed it. Louis shuddered, a tremor running through him, but he allowed M. Fouquet to kiss his hand.

Five minutes later, D’Artagnan, having received the king’s summons, entered Louis XIV’s chamber. Aramis and Philippe waited in their quarters, still eagerly listening. The king wouldn’t even let the musketeer captain approach his chair; instead, he rushed to meet him. “See to it,” he cried, “that no one enters here.”

“Certainly, sire,” replied the captain, whose eyes had followed every shift in the king’s ever-changing face. He quickly gave the order at the door, but on his return to the king he asked, “Is there something new troubling you, your majesty?”

“How many men are here?” the king demanded, ignoring D’Artagnan’s question.

“For what, sire?”

“How many men do you have, I say?” the king insisted, stamping his foot.

“I have the musketeers.”

“Well, and besides them?”

“Twenty guards and thirteen Swiss.”

“How many will it take to—”

“To do what, sire?” the musketeer asked, his big eyes very calm and wide open.

“To arrest M. Fouquet.”

D’Artagnan stepped back. “To arrest M. Fouquet!” he cried.

“Are you going to tell me it’s impossible?” asked the king, his voice cold and full of pitiless passion.

“I never say anything is impossible,” D’Artagnan answered, pride stung.

“Then do it, go on.”

He turned and walked toward the door, taking only a few strides. There he paused. “Your majesty will excuse me, but I would like a written order for the arrest.”

“Why—and since when has the king’s word not been enough for you?”

“Because a king’s word, when given in anger, can change just as quickly as that anger. I want your signature for when your mood changes.”

“If that fails for reparation, it will at least prove the king was wrong to lose control.”

“Wrong to lose my temper!” the king exclaimed, flaring up. “Did my father and grandfather never lose their tempers, I wonder?”

“Your father and grandfather only lost their tempers safely behind their own palace walls.”

“The king is master wherever he goes.”

“That’s a flattering phrase—one that could only come from M. Colbert—but unfortunately, not true. The king is only master in any house after he has driven out the master.”

The king bit his lip, silent.

“Is it possible?” D’Artagnan reflected. “Here is a man ruining himself to please you, and you want him arrested! *Mordioux!* Sire, if I were in Fouquet’s place, and people treated me like this, I’d swallow all the fireworks in one gulp, set them off in my stomach, and burst myself and everyone else sky-high in a storm of sparks.”

"But that doesn’t matter; it is your wish, sire, and it shall be done."

"Go," said the king. "But do you have enough men?"

"Do you imagine I need an army? Arresting M. Fouquet? It’s so easy a child could do it! As easy as drinking a glass of wormwood—just a grimace and it’s done."

"And if he resists?"

"He? That’s very unlikely."

"Defend himself, when subjected to such harshness? That would only make him a martyr! I’m sure even if he had a million francs—which I doubt—he’d gladly give it up to avoid this. But why does it matter? It shall be done right away.”

“Wait,” the king interrupted. “Don’t make a public scene.”

“That will be difficult.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s easier to walk up to M. Fouquet among the crowd of guests and say, ‘In the king’s name, I arrest you.’ But to maneuver him, to turn him this way and that, to corner him like a chess piece so he can't escape; to get him away from his guests and keep him a prisoner with no one noticing—that is the real trick, maybe the hardest feat of all. I can hardly see how it can be done.”

“You might as well call it impossible and be done with it.”

"Heaven help me, but I am surrounded by people who keep me from fulfilling my wishes."

"I do not hinder you, sire. Have you decided for sure?"

"See to M. Fouquet until I decide by tomorrow morning."

"It shall be done, sire."

"And come to me when I wake for further orders. Leave me alone now."

"You don't even want M. Colbert?" the musketeer asked, firing his last shot as he left.

The king recoiled. Completely wrapped up in his revenge, he had quite forgotten why he was angry.

“No, no one,” he said. “Leave me.”

D’Artagnan left, and the king closed the door behind him, pacing across his room like a wounded bull in an arena, dragging bright streamers and iron darts from his horns. Gradually, he began to find comfort in giving full vent to his wild emotions. “What

# Chapter XVIII: A Night at the Bastille

Pain, anguish, and suffering in human life are always proportional to the strength with which a person is endowed. We cannot claim that Heaven always matches a person's capacity for endurance with the suffering they are subjected to; that would not be accurate. After all, Heaven allows for the existence of death, which sometimes stands as the only refuge for those overwhelmed and deeply afflicted in body and spirit. Suffering correlates with the strength a person possesses; in other words, the weak endure more than the strong when facing the same trials.

So, what are the fundamental principles that make up human strength? Is it not, above all, exercise, habit, and experience? We won’t bother proving this point, as it stands as an axiom in both morals and physics. When the young king, overwhelmed and shattered in every sense, found himself led to a cell in the Bastille, he imagined that death was merely a deep sleep, and that it, too, had its own dreams. He envisioned the bed collapsing through the floor of his room at Vaux, believing that this incident had caused his death. In this dreamlike state, he thought that Louis XIV, now no longer alive, was experiencing one of those nightmarish horrors—dethronement, imprisonment, and the indignities endured by a sovereign who once wielded absolute power.

To witness this bitter torment of death firsthand, to drift in an incomprehensible mystery between semblance and reality, to hear everything and see everything without being able to intervene in any detail of his agonizing suffering—this, he reasoned, was a far more terrible torture, one that could last an eternity. “Is this what they call eternity—hell?” he murmured as the door closed behind him, a door that Baisemeaux had shut with his own hands. He didn’t even look around; instead, leaning against the wall, he surrendered to the horrifying thought that he was already dead. Closing his eyes to avoid seeing something even worse, he whispered, “How could I have died?” as terror swirled through his mind.

“The bed might have been lowered by some artificial means? But no! I don’t recall feeling any bruise or shock at all. Wouldn’t they have preferred to poison me during my meals or with the fumes of wax, just as they did to my ancestress, Jeanne d’Albret?”

Suddenly, the chill of the dungeons enveloped Louis like a damp cloak. “I have seen,” he said, “my father lying dead upon his funeral couch, draped in his regal robes. That pale face, so calm and tired; those hands, once so skilled, now lifeless at his side; those limbs stiffened by the icy grip of death—nothing there suggested a sleep disturbed by dreams.”

And yet, how many dreams might Heaven have sent to that royal corpse—he who had sent so many others to eternal death? No, that king remained a king; he was still enthroned upon that funeral couch, as if it were a velvet armchair. He had not relinquished a single title of his majesty. God, who had not punished him, cannot, will not punish me, for I have done nothing wrong.

A strange sound suddenly caught the young man's attention. He glanced around and noticed, perched on the mantel just below an enormous crucifix, a rat of remarkable size, nibbling on a piece of dry bread while casting an intelligent, inquisitive look at the new occupant of the cell. A wave of fear and disgust washed over the king, prompting him to step back toward the door with a loud cry. It was as if this cry, escaping his lips almost unconsciously, helped him recognize himself; Louis realized he was alive and fully aware of his senses. “A prisoner!” he exclaimed.

“I—I, a prisoner!” He glanced around, searching for a bell to summon someone. “But there are no bells in the Bastille,” he muttered, realizing the truth of his situation. “And here I am, imprisoned in the Bastille. How could this have happened? It must be the result of a conspiracy orchestrated by M. Fouquet. I’ve been lured to Vaux, like a moth to a flame.”

M. Fouquet cannot be acting alone in this matter. His agent—that voice I just heard was M. d’Herblay’s; I recognized it. Colbert was right, then. But what is Fouquet’s true objective?

“To reign in my stead?—Impossible. Yet who knows?” the king pondered, sinking back into gloom. “Perhaps my brother, the Duc d’Orleans, is doing what my uncle wished to accomplish throughout his life against my father. But what of the queen? My mother, too? And La Vallière? Oh!”

"La Vallière will have been abandoned to Madame. Oh, dear girl! Yes, it is—it must be so. They have confined her just as they have me. We are separated forever!” At the thought of this separation, the poor lover was overcome, bursting into tears, sobs, and groans. “There is a governor in this place,” the king continued, consumed by his fury. “I will speak to him; I will summon him to me.”

He called out—yet no voice answered him. He grabbed his chair and hurled it against the massive oak door. The wood thudded against the surface, sending a mournful echo reverberating through the depths of the staircase—but no human response followed. This served as fresh proof to the king of the contempt in which he was held at the Bastille.

Once his initial rage subsided, Louis noticed a barred window through which a lozenge-shaped beam of light streamed in, signaling the bright approach of dawn. He began to call out, first gently, then increasingly louder, but no one answered. Twenty more attempts yielded the same silence. Anger surged within him, boiling over and rushing to his head.

His nature was such that, accustomed to command, he trembled at the thought of disobedience. The prisoner, unable to lift the heavy chair, broke it apart and used it as a battering ram against the door. He struck with such force and frequency that sweat soon poured down his face. The noise grew tremendous and relentless, met by muffled cries echoing from various directions. This cacophony had a peculiar effect on the king. He paused to listen; it was the voice of the prisoners—once his victims, now his companions.

The voices rose like vapor through the thick ceilings and massive walls, their accusations swirling against the source of the noise, much like the sighs and tears that whispered of their captor’s cruelty. After robbing so many of their freedom, the king now intruded upon their rest. This thought nearly drove him to madness; it fueled his determination, igniting a desperate need for information or a resolution to the situation. With a piece of the broken chair, he resumed making noise.

After an hour, Louis heard something in the corridor behind his cell door, followed by a violent blow that reverberated against the door, silencing him. “Are you mad?” a coarse, brutal voice barked.

“What’s the matter with you this morning?”

“This morning!” thought the king, but he replied politely, “Monsieur, are you the governor of the Bastille?”

“My good fellow, your head is clearly not right,” came the voice. “But that’s no reason for you to create such a terrible disturbance. Be quiet; *mordioux!*”

“Are you the governor?” the king pressed again. He heard a door close in the corridor; the jailer had just left, refusing to offer a single word in response. Once he was certain of the jailer’s departure, the king’s fury erupted. Agile as a tiger, he leaped from the table to the window and struck the iron bars with all his strength. He shattered a pane of glass, and the shards clattered down into the courtyard below.

He shouted with increasing hoarseness, “The governor, the governor!” This outburst lasted a full hour, during which he was consumed by a burning fever. His hair was disheveled and matted against his forehead, his clothes torn and covered in dust and plaster, his linen in tatters. The king did not rest until his strength was completely exhausted, and only then did he realize the harsh reality of his situation: the walls were impenetrable, the cement unyielding to any force but time itself, leaving him nothing but despair as his weapon.

Leaning his forehead against the door, he let the feverish pounding of his heart gradually subside; it had felt as if a single additional beat might shatter him. “A moment will come when the food for the prisoners will be brought to me. I will see someone, I will speak to him, and I will get an answer.”

He tried to recall the hour when the first meal was served to the prisoners at the Bastille, but he realized he didn’t even know this detail. A wave of remorse struck him like a dagger: he had lived as a king for twenty-five years, enjoying every comfort, without ever considering the suffering of those unjustly deprived of their freedom.

The king blushed with deep shame. He sensed that Heaven, in allowing this dreadful humiliation, was merely returning to him the same torment he had inflicted on so many others. Nothing could awaken his spirit to the influence of faith more effectively than the crushing weight of such acute despair. Yet, Louis could not bring himself to kneel in prayer, to beg God to end his bitter trial. “Heaven is just,” he thought. “Heaven acts wisely. It would be cowardly to ask for what I have so often denied my fellow creatures.”

He had reached this point in his reflections—this agony of the mind—when a familiar noise sounded behind his door, followed by the unmistakable sound of a key turning in the lock and the bolts being drawn back from their staples.

The king stepped forward, eager to greet the person about to enter. But suddenly realizing that such a movement was beneath his dignity, he stopped, adopting a noble and composed expression—a feat that came easily to him. He turned his back to the window, hoping to mask his agitation from the approaching figure.

It turned out to be only the jailer, carrying a basket of provisions. The king watched the man with restless anxiety, waiting for him to speak.

“Ah!” the jailer exclaimed, “you’ve broken your chair. I told you it would happen! You’ve gone quite mad.”

“Monsieur,” the king replied, his tone sharp, “be cautious with your words; this could have serious consequences for you.”

The jailer set the basket down on the table and fixed his gaze on his prisoner.

“What do you say?” he asked. “Tell the governor to come to me,” the king replied, his voice steady and dignified.

“Come now, my boy,” the turnkey said, “you’ve always been calm and reasonable, but it seems you’re starting to act out. I want you to realize this before it’s too late. You’ve broken your chair and caused quite a disturbance; that’s an offense that could land you in one of the lower dungeons. Promise me you won’t start this up again, and I won’t mention it to the governor.”

“I want to see the governor,” the king replied, still managing to control his emotions.

“He’ll send you off to one of the dungeons, mark my words; so be careful.”

“I insist upon it, do you hear?”

“Ah!”

“Ah! Your eyes are wild again. Very good! I shall take away your knife.”

With that, the jailer did as he promised, leaving the prisoner behind as he closed the door. The king was left more astounded, more wretched, and more isolated than ever. He pounded on the door again, but it was futile; even when he hurled plates and dishes out the window, not a single sound of acknowledgment reached him.

Two hours later, he was unrecognizable—not as a king, nor as a gentleman, nor even as a man. He resembled a madman, clawing at the door with his nails, trying to rip up the flooring of his cell, and letting out such wild, anguished cries that the old Bastille seemed to tremble in response, as if it were revolting against its master.

As for the governor, the jailer didn’t even consider disturbing him. The turnkeys and sentinels had already reported the incident, but what good would it do? After all, weren’t madmen a common sight in such a prison? And weren’t the walls still strong enough to contain them? M. de Baisemeaux, thoroughly influenced by Aramis’s words and fully aligned with the king’s orders, could only hope for one outcome: that the madman Marchiali would be reckless enough to hang himself from the canopy of his bed or one of the window bars. In truth, the prisoner was hardly a worthwhile investment for M. de Baisemeaux.

Baisemeaux had become more of a nuisance than a comfort to him. The complications involving Seldon and Marchiali—first the matter of releasing him, then imprisoning him again, compounded by their striking resemblance—had finally reached a fitting resolution. Baisemeaux even sensed that D’Herblay himself was not entirely displeased with the outcome.

“And really,” Baisemeaux remarked to his second-in-command, “an ordinary prisoner is already burdened by the weight of their confinement; they suffer enough to make one hope, charitably, that their death may not be far off. It stands to reason that when a prisoner has lost their sanity and could cause chaos in the Bastille, wishing for their demise is not merely an act of charity; it becomes a commendable deed, a way to relieve them of their suffering.”

With that thought in mind, the good-natured governor settled down to enjoy his late breakfast.

# Chapter XIX: The Shadow of M. Fouquet

D’Artagnan, still bewildered and weighed down by his recent conversation with the king, found himself questioning his own senses. Was he truly at Vaux? Was he, D’Artagnan, really the captain of the musketeers, while M. Fouquet was the owner of the chateau where Louis XIV was currently enjoying his hospitality? These were not the thoughts of a drunken man, despite the lavish abundance surrounding him at Vaux, where the surintendant’s wines had been highly praised during the festivities.

The Gascon, however, was a man of calm self-possession. The moment he touched the bright steel of his blade, he instinctively understood how to let the cold, sharp weapon guide his actions. “Well,” he mused as he left the royal chamber, “it seems I am now intertwined with the fates of both the king and the minister. It will be recorded that M. d’Artagnan, a younger son of a Gascon family, placed his hand on the shoulder of M. Nicolas Fouquet, the superintendent of finances for France. My descendants, if I have any, will take pride in the distinction this arrest brings, much like the members of the De Luynes family have regarding the estates of the unfortunate Marechal d’Ancre. But the real question is how to carry out the king’s orders effectively.”

Any man could easily say to M. Fouquet, “Your sword, monsieur.” But not everyone would know how to handle M. Fouquet discreetly, without attracting attention. How am I to orchestrate his fall from the heights of favor to the depths of disgrace? How can I turn Vaux into a prison for him? After being surrounded by the lavish perfumes and incense of Ahasuerus, how does he find himself facing the gallows of Haman—of Enguerrand de Marigny, no less?

As these thoughts swirled in his mind, D’Artagnan’s brow furrowed with confusion. The musketeer couldn’t shake off a few lingering doubts about the situation.

To deliver someone to death—especially when there was no doubt that Louis harbored a deep hatred for Fouquet—felt like a grave insult to one’s conscience. “It almost seems,” D’Artagnan mused, “that if I’m not a cowardly, despicable man, I should inform M. Fouquet of the king’s opinion of him. Yet, if I betray my master’s secret, I will be nothing but a treacherous knave—a traitor, a crime punishable by military law. In fact, I’ve seen many a wretched soul hanged for far lesser offenses during the wars of the past. No, I believe a man of true wit should find a more clever way out of this predicament. And while I’d like to think I possess a bit of ingenuity, I can’t be sure; after forty years of experience, I’d be lucky to have even a pistole’s worth of cleverness left.”

D’Artagnan buried his head in his hands, tugging at his mustache in frustration, and added, “What could be the reason for M. Fouquet’s disgrace? There appear to be three compelling reasons: first, because M. Colbert harbors a dislike for him; second, because he dared to fall in love with Mademoiselle de la Vallière; and finally, because the king favors M. Colbert and is enamored with Mademoiselle de la Vallière. Oh, he is doomed!

But should I really put my foot on his neck, I, of all people, while he succumbs to the schemes of a group of women and clerks? It would be shameful! If he poses a real threat, I will bring him down; but if he is merely being persecuted, I will stand by and watch. I have made a firm decision—neither king nor any living man can sway me. If Athos were here, he would act as I have chosen to do. So instead of approaching M. in cold blood, I will...

Fouquet, arresting him on the spot and silencing him entirely, resolved to conduct himself like a man who understands good manners. People would undoubtedly talk about it, but he was determined they would speak well of him. With a characteristic gesture, D’Artagnan adjusted his shoulder belt and made his way directly to M. Fouquet, who, after bidding farewell to his guests, was preparing to retire for the night, ready to sleep peacefully after the day's triumphs. The air still carried the lingering scents of torches and fireworks, a mix of celebration and smoke. The wax candles flickered as they burned low in their holders, flowers slipped from their garlands, and the groups of dancers and courtiers began to disperse throughout the salons. Surrounded by friends who offered compliments and received his gracious remarks in return, the surintendant half-closed his weary eyes.

He longed for rest and quiet. Sinking onto the bed of laurels that had been heaped up for him over the past several days, it could almost be said that he was bowed beneath the weight of the new debts he had incurred to honor this *fête*. Fouquet had just retreated to his room, still smiling but more than half-asleep. He could no longer listen to anything; his eyelids felt heavy, and the bed beckoned him with an irresistible allure. The god Morpheus, the presiding deity of the dome painted by Lebrun, had cast his influence over the adjoining rooms, showering his most soporific poppies upon the master of the house. Almost entirely alone, Fouquet was being assisted by his *valet de chambre* as he undressed when M. d’Artagnan appeared at the entrance of the room.

D’Artagnan had never quite managed to blend in at court. Despite being present at every event and occasion, he always made an impression whenever he entered a room. Such is the unique privilege of certain individuals, akin to thunder or lightning; everyone recognizes their presence, yet it never fails to evoke surprise and wonder. Each appearance leaves the impression that it was the most striking or significant of all.

“What! M. d’Artagnan?” exclaimed Fouquet, already slipping his right arm out of the sleeve of his doublet.

“At your service,” replied the musketeer.

“Come in, my dear M. d’Artagnan.”

“Thank you.”

“Have you come to critique the *fête?* I know you have a talent for it.”

“Not at all.”

“Are your men being well taken care of?”

“Absolutely.”

“Are you not comfortably lodged, then?”

“Everything is perfect.”

“In that case, I must thank you for your amiable disposition, and I cannot overlook my gratitude for all your kind attentions.”

These words implied, “My dear D’Artagnan, please go to bed, since you have a bed to lie down on, and let me do the same.”

D’Artagnan seemed oblivious to the hint. “Are you going to bed already?” he asked the superintendent. “Yes; do you have anything to say to me?”

“Nothing, monsieur, nothing at all. You sleep in this room, then?”

“Yes, as you can see.”

“You have hosted a most delightful *fête* for the king.”

“Do you really think so?”

“Oh, it was beautiful!”

“Is the king pleased?”

“Absolutely enchanted.”

“Did he ask you to convey that to me?”

“He would not choose such an unworthy messenger, monseigneur.”

“You do yourself a disservice, Monsieur d’Artagnan.”

“Is that your bed over there?”

“Yes; but why do you ask?”

“Are you not satisfied with your own?”

“May I speak frankly with you?”

“Most assuredly.”

“Well, then, I am not.”

Fouquet started, then replied, “Will you take my room, Monsieur d’Artagnan?”

“What! Deprive you of it, monseigneur? Never!”

“What am I to do, then?”

“Allow me to share yours with you.”

Fouquet fixed his gaze on the musketeer. “Ah! ah!” he said, “You have just left the king.”

“I have, monseigneur.”

“And the king wishes you to spend the night in my room?”

“Monseigneur—”

“Very well, Monsieur d’Artagnan, very well. You are the master here.”

“I assure you, monseigneur, I do not wish to abuse—”

Fouquet turned to his valet and said, “Leave us.” Once the man had departed, he turned back to D’Artagnan. “You have something to say to me?”

“I?”

“A man of your intelligence cannot come to speak with someone like me at this hour without serious reasons.”

“Do not interrogate me.”

“On the contrary.”

“What do you want with me?”

“Nothing more than the pleasure of your company.”

“Then come into the garden, or perhaps the park,” the superintendent suggested suddenly.

“No,” the musketeer replied hastily. “No.”

“Why not?”

“The fresh air—”

“Come now, admit that you’re arresting me,” the superintendent said to the captain.

“Never!” the captain shot back. “So you intend to keep an eye on me, then?”

“Yes, monseigneur, I do, upon my honor.”

“Upon your honor—ah! That changes everything! So I’m to be arrested in my own home.”

“Don’t say such a thing.”

“On the contrary, I will proclaim it loudly.”

“If you do, I’ll have no choice but to ask you to be silent.”

“Very well! Violence against me, and in my own house, no less.”

“It seems we’re not understanding each other at all.”

“Stay a moment; there’s a chessboard over

# Chapter XX: The Morning

In stark contrast to the tragic fate of the king, imprisoned in the Bastille and desperately tearing at the bolts and bars of his dungeon, the chroniclers of old would surely paint a vivid picture of Philippe, peacefully asleep beneath the royal canopy. While we do not claim that such writing is always flawed or that it inappropriately adds embellishments where they don't belong, we will refrain from polishing this particular contrast. Instead, we aim to create a new image, one that serves both as a foil and a counterpoint to the scene described in the previous chapter.

The young prince stepped out of Aramis’s room just as the king had emerged from his own chamber dedicated to Morpheus. The dome slowly sank under Aramis’s pressure, while Philippe stood beside the royal bed, which had risen again after depositing its prisoner in the secret depths of the underground passage. Alone, surrounded by opulence; alone, in the presence of his power; alone, facing the role he was about to be forced to play—Philippe felt, for the first time, his heart, mind, and soul expand under the weight of a thousand shifting emotions, the vital pulses of a king’s heart.

He couldn't help but change color as he looked at the empty bed, still rumpled from his brother’s body. This silent accomplice had returned after fulfilling its grim purpose, bearing the marks of the crime. It spoke to the guilty author in the frank and unreserved language that an accomplice never fears to use in the presence of their fellow wrongdoer; it spoke the truth. Philippe leaned over the bed and noticed a handkerchief lying there, still damp from the cold sweat that had poured from Louis XIV’s face. This sweat-stained handkerchief terrified Philippe, much like Abel’s blood had frightened Cain.

“I stand face to face with my destiny,” Philippe declared, his eyes blazing and his face ghostly white. “Will it be more terrifying than the sadness and gloom of my captivity? Though I am bound to uphold the sovereign power and authority I have seized, should I silence the scruples of my heart? Yes! The king has lain on this bed; it is his head that has left its mark on this pillow, his bitter tears that have stained this handkerchief. And yet, I hesitate to throw myself onto the bed or to grasp the handkerchief embroidered with my brother’s arms. Away with such weakness; let me do as M. d’Herblay says—that a man's actions should always rise one degree above his thoughts. Let me emulate M. d’Herblay, who thinks only of himself and considers himself honorable as long as he harms or betrays only his enemies. I should have occupied this bed alone if Louis XIV hadn’t, due to my mother’s shameful abandonment, blocked my path. This handkerchief, embroidered with the arms of France, rightfully belongs to me alone, if, as M. d’Herblay says, I had received my royal cradle. Philippe, son of France, take your rightful place on that bed; Philippe, sole king of France, reclaim the emblems that are yours!

“Philippe, sole heir presumptive to Louis XIII, your father, show no pity or mercy for the usurper who, at this moment, does not even suffer the pain of remorse for all you have endured.”

With these thoughts echoing in his mind, Philippe, despite his instinctive revulsion and the terror that gripped his will, threw himself onto the royal bed. He pressed himself into the still-warm spot where Louis XIV had lain, burying his burning face in the handkerchief still damp with his brother’s tears. With his head thrown back into the soft down of the pillow, Philippe looked up at the crown of France, suspended above him by angels with outspread golden wings. A man may dream of lying in a lion’s den, but he can hardly expect to sleep there peacefully.

Philippe listened intently to every sound; his heart pounded at the slightest hint of impending terror or misfortune. Yet, bolstered by an overwhelming resolve, he waited for a decisive moment that would allow him to assess the situation for himself. He hoped that any danger would show itself, like those phosphorescent lights in a storm that guide sailors through towering waves.

But nothing approached. Silence, that mortal enemy of restless hearts and ambitious minds, wrapped the future king of France in a thick shroud of gloom for the rest of the night as he lay there, sheltered beneath his stolen crown. As dawn approached, a shadow—more a whisper than a presence—moved into the royal chamber. Philippe had been expecting this arrival and showed neither surprise nor emotion.

“Well, M. d’Herblay?” he asked.

“Well, sire, all is accomplished,” came the reply.

“How?”

“Exactly as we expected.”

“Did he resist?”

“Terribly! There were tears and pleas.”

“And then?”

“A perfect stupor.”

“And finally?”

“Oh!

“At last, a complete victory—and absolute silence.”

“Did the governor of the Bastille suspect anything?”

“Not at all.”

“The resemblance, though—”

“Was the key to our success.”

“But the prisoner could inevitably explain himself. Consider that carefully. I managed to do the same in the past.”

“I’ve accounted for every possibility. In a few days, or sooner if necessary, we will extract the captive from his prison and send him into exile—”

“People can return from exile, Monsieur d’Herblay.”

“To a place of exile so remote,” he continued, “that human strength and the span of a lifetime would not allow his return.”

Once again, a knowing glance passed between Aramis and the young king. “And what of M. du Vallon?” Philippe asked, shifting the conversation.

“He will be presented to you today, and I must admit my congratulations for the danger that conspirator has put you in.”

“What should we do with him?”

“With M. du Vallon?”

“Yes; I suppose we should give him a dukedom.”

“A dukedom?” Aramis replied, smiling knowingly.

“Why do you laugh, Monsieur d’Herblay?”

“I laugh at the extreme caution of your suggestion.”

“Caution? Why do you say that?”

“Your majesty is obviously worried that poor Porthos might become a troublesome witness, and you wish to eliminate him.”

“What! By making him a duke?”

“Certainly. You would surely kill him with joy, and the secret would die with him.”

“Heavens!”

“Yes,” Aramis said, calmly, “I would lose a very good friend.”

At that moment, amidst their light-hearted banter, which masked their joy and pride in their mutual success, Aramis heard something that made him alert.

“What is that?” Philippe asked.

“The dawn, sire.”

“Well?”

“Well, before you went to bed last night, you likely made plans for this morning at daybreak.”

“Yes, I told my captain of the musketeers,” the young man said hurriedly, “that I would expect him.”

“If you told him that, he will surely be here; he’s a remarkably punctual man.”

“I hear footsteps in the vestibule.”

“It must be him.”

“Come, let us begin the attack,” the young king said with resolve.

“Be careful, for Heaven’s sake. To launch an attack now, especially with D’Artagnan involved, would be sheer madness. He knows nothing; he's completely unaware of our secret. If he enters this room this morning, he’ll certainly notice something wrong, and he’ll feel compelled to investigate. Before we let D’Artagnan in, we need to air out the room completely or bring in enough people to confuse even the sharpest senses in the kingdom with the presence of twenty different individuals.”

“But how can I send him away when I’ve already arranged to meet him?” the prince replied, eager to face such a formidable opponent.

“I’ll handle that,” the bishop assured him. “To start, I’m going to make a move that will completely bewilder our friend.”

“He’s making a move too; I can hear him at the door,” the prince said urgently. Just then, a knock came at the room.

Aramis was not mistaken; it was indeed D’Artagnan who had chosen that way to announce himself. We have seen how he spent the night in philosophical discussion with M. Fouquet, but the musketeer soon grew weary of even pretending to sleep. As the first light of dawn glowed faintly over the ornate cornices of the superintendent’s room, D’Artagnan rose from his armchair. He adjusted his sword and brushed off his coat and hat with his sleeve, much like a private soldier preparing for inspection.

“Are you going out?” Fouquet asked.

“Yes, monseigneur. And you?”

“I shall stay.”

“You give me your word?”

“Certainly.”

“Very well.”

“Besides, the only reason I’m heading out is to get that reply—you know what I mean?”

“That sentence, you mean—”

“Hold on, I have a bit of the old Roman character in me. This morning, when I got up, I noticed that my sword had snagged on one of the *aiguillettes*, and my shoulder belt had completely slipped off. That's an unmistakable sign.”

“Of good fortune?”

“Exactly; you can rely on it. Every time that pesky belt got stuck to my back, it always meant a reprimand from M. de Treville or a refusal of funds from M. de Mazarin. And whenever my sword got caught on my shoulder belt, it foretold yet another unpleasant task I’d have to do. I’ve faced a lot of those throughout my life.”

Every time my sword moved in its sheath, it meant a successful duel was sure to follow. When it dangled around my calves, it meant I’d received a minor wound; and if it fell completely out of the scabbard, I knew I was in trouble—likely facing a few months wrapped in surgical bandages.

“I didn't know your sword was so clever,” said Fouquet, a faint smile tugging at his lips as he fought against weakness. “Is it bewitched, or under some kind of charm?”

“Well, you see, my sword is almost like an extension of myself. I’ve heard that some men get warnings through sensations in their legs or a throbbing in their temples. For me, it’s my sword that gives the sign. Oddly, it didn’t warn me this morning. But wait—look, it’s just fallen into the last hole of my belt all by itself.”

“Do you know what that warning means?”

“No.”

“Well, it means that someone must be arrested today.”

“Really?” said the superintendent, more surprised than annoyed by this bluntness. “If your sword predicts nothing unpleasant for you, I can only guess that it’s not unpleasant for you to arrest me.”

“You? Arrest *you?*”

“Of course. The warning—”

“Doesn’t concern you, since you’ve been under arrest since yesterday. It’s not you I’ll be arresting, I promise. That’s why I’m so pleased, and why I mentioned that my day would be a happy one.”

With those words, delivered with the utmost grace and warmth, the captain took his leave of Fouquet to attend to the king. Just as he was about to exit the room, Fouquet called out, “One last favor.”

“What is it, monseigneur?”

“D’Herblay; let me see Monsieur d’Herblay.”

“I’ll try to get him to come to you.”

D’Artagnan didn’t consider himself much of a prophet. It seemed sure that the day would unfold just as all the predictions made that morning implied. He had, as we know, knocked at the king’s door. When it opened, he thought at first that it was Louis XIV himself, a reasonable guess given the king's agitation the night before. But instead of his royal master, whom he was preparing to greet with the utmost respect, he found himself face to face with the calm, long features of Aramis.

So great was his surprise that he barely kept from crying out loud. “Aramis!” he exclaimed.

“Good morning, dear D’Artagnan,” the prelate replied coolly.

“You here!” the musketeer stammered.

“His Majesty wishes you to know that he is still asleep, having been greatly fatigued throughout the night.”

“Ah!” D’Artagnan said, struggling to comprehend how the Bishop of Vannes, who had seemed such an indifferent favorite just the night before, had transformed in a matter of hours into the most remarkable beneficiary of fortune in the sovereign’s chamber. Indeed, to carry the king’s orders even to the very threshold of his room, to act as an intermediary for Louis XIV... To give a single order in his name from just a few steps away, D’Artagnan had become more indispensable to Louis XIII than Richelieu had ever been. The expression in D’Artagnan’s eye, his slightly parted lips, and the curl of his mustache revealed this truth to the chief favorite, who remained calm and unfazed.

“Moreover,” the bishop continued, “you will kindly allow only those with special permission to enter the king’s chamber this morning. His Majesty does not wish to be disturbed just yet.”

“But,” D’Artagnan protested, nearly refusing to comply with this order, especially as the king’s silence fueled his suspicions, “but, Monsieur l’Évêque, His Majesty summoned me for a meeting this morning.”

“Later, later,” came the king’s voice from the depths of the alcove, sending a chill through the musketeer’s veins. D’Artagnan bowed, bewildered and disoriented, overwhelmed by the smile that Aramis cast upon him as soon as those words were spoken.

“And as for your inquiry to the king, my dear D’Artagnan,” the bishop continued, “here is an order from His Majesty for you to attend to immediately, as it concerns M. Fouquet.”

D’Artagnan accepted the order given to him. “To be set at liberty!” he murmured. “Ah!” He let out a second “ah!” that meant even more than the first. This order showed Aramis’s presence with the king, and it suggested that Aramis had gained significant favor. This newfound favor explained the remarkable confidence with which M. d’Herblay issued orders in the king’s name. For D’Artagnan, understanding even part of the situation was enough to figure out the rest. He bowed and stepped back, as if preparing to leave.

“I’m coming with you,” said the bishop.

“Where to?”

“To M. Fouquet; I want to witness his delight.”

“Ah! Aramis, you had me puzzled just now!” D’Artagnan replied.

“But you understand *now*, I hope?”

“Of course I understand,” Aramis said aloud, but then muttered under his breath, almost hissing the words, “No, no, I don’t understand yet. But it doesn't matter, for here is the order for it.” He then added, “I will lead the way, monseigneur,” and guided Aramis to Fouquet’s apartments.

# Chapter XXI: The King’s Friend

Fouquet waited anxiously, having already sent away many of his servants and friends. They had come to inquire after him, anticipating the usual hour of his receptions. Maintaining a careful silence about the danger looming over him, he asked each visitor, as he did with everyone at the door, where Aramis was.

When D’Artagnan returned, with the bishop of Vannes following closely behind, Fouquet could hardly contain his joy; it matched the intensity of his earlier distress. The mere sight of Aramis was enough to compensate the surintendant for the anguish he had endured during his arrest.

The prelate remained silent and solemn, while D’Artagnan stood completely bewildered by the whirlwind of events. “Well, captain, you’ve brought M. d’Herblay to me,” he said.

“And something even better, monseigneur.”

“What is that?”

“Liberty.”

“I am free!”

“Yes, by the king’s order.”

Fouquet regained his usual composure, ready to question Aramis with a glance. “Oh! Yes, you can thank M. l’évêque de Vannes,” D’Artagnan continued, “for it is indeed to him that you owe the king’s change of heart.”

“Oh!” said Fouquet, feeling more humiliated by the service than grateful for its success.

“But you,” D’Artagnan said, turning to Aramis, “who have become M. Fouquet’s protector and patron, can you do something for me?”

“Anything in the world you desire, my friend,” replied the bishop, his tone calm and measured. “But first, I must ask—how on earth did you manage to become the king’s favorite? You’ve spoken to him no more than twice in your life.”

“From a friend like you,” Aramis said, “I can’t hide anything.”

“Ah! Very well, then. Tell me.”

“Indeed. You believe I’ve only seen the king twice, but in truth, I’ve met him more than a hundred times. We’ve just kept it very secret, that’s all.” Without attempting to hide the flush of embarrassment that colored D’Artagnan’s face at this revelation, Aramis turned toward M. Fouquet, who was as surprised as the musketeer. “Monseigneur,” he continued, “the king wishes me to convey that he is more than ever your friend, and that your beautiful *fête*, so generously offered on his behalf, has touched him deeply.”

With that, he saluted M. Fouquet with such reverence that the latter, unable to comprehend the extraordinary diplomacy at play, found himself at a loss for words, paralyzed in thought and movement. D’Artagnan sensed that these two men had something significant to discuss, and he felt the instinctive urge to excuse himself, to avoid being an inconvenience. Yet, his curiosity, fueled by the many mysteries surrounding them, urged him to stay.

Aramis then turned to him and said in a calm tone, “You won’t forget the king’s orders regarding those he intends to receive this morning, will you?” The message was clear, and the musketeer understood. He bowed to Fouquet and then to Aramis—offering the latter a hint of ironic respect—before making his exit.

As soon as he was gone, Fouquet, barely able to contain his impatience, rushed to the door to close it. He then returned to the bishop and said, “My dear D’Herblay, I believe it’s time you explain everything that has transpired, for, quite frankly, I don’t understand a thing.”

“We will clarify everything for you,” Aramis replied, taking a seat and gesturing for Fouquet to do the same.

“Where should I start?”

“With this: why has the king set me free?”

“You should really be asking what prompted his decision to arrest you in the first place.”

“Since my arrest, I’ve had time to reflect, and I suspect it stems from a hint of jealousy. My *fête* must have ruffled M. Colbert’s feathers, and he likely found some reason to complain about me—perhaps Belle-Isle?”

“No, Belle-Isle is not part of the discussion right now.”

“Then what is?”

“Do you recall those receipts for thirteen million that M. de Mazarin managed to pilfer from you?”

“Yes, of course!”

“Well, you’ve been labeled a public robber.”

“Good heavens!”

“Oh!

"That's not all. Do you also recall that letter you wrote to La Vallière?"

"Alas, yes."

"And that letter brands you a traitor and a conspirator."

"Then why would he have pardoned me?"

"We haven't reached that point in our discussion yet. I want you to fully grasp the reality of the situation. Pay close attention: the king is aware of your guilt in the misappropriation of public funds. Oh!"

"Of course I know you haven't done anything of the sort; however, the king has seen the receipts, and he can only conclude that you are implicated."

"I beg your pardon, but I don't understand—"

"You will soon enough. The king has also read your love letter to La Vallière and the proposals you made to her. He can have no doubt about your intentions toward that young lady; you must admit that, I suppose?"

"Certainly. Please, go on."

"In the simplest terms: the king is now your powerful, implacable, and eternal enemy."

"Agreed. But am I truly so powerful that he has not dared to sacrifice me, despite his hatred, using every means my weaknesses or misfortunes might offer him?"

"It is clear, beyond any doubt," Aramis continued, his tone icy, "that the king has quarreled with you—irreparably."

"But since he has absolved me—"

"Do you really believe that?" the bishop asked, studying him intently. "While I doubt his sincerity, I cannot deny the reality of the situation."

Aramis shrugged slightly, a gesture that spoke volumes.

"But why, then, would Louis XIV have commissioned you to convey what you've just said?"

"The king didn't send me with any message for you."

"Nothing at all?" the superintendent exclaimed, taken aback. "But that order—"

"Oh, yes. You're correct. There *is* an order, indeed," Aramis replied, his tone so peculiar that Fouquet couldn't help but flinch.

“You're hiding something from me, I can tell. What is it?”

Aramis gently stroked his chin with his pale fingers but remained silent. “Is the king exiling me?”

“Don’t pretend this is a game, like when children try to guess where something is hidden, only to be guided by the ringing of a bell when they’re getting close or moving away.”

“Then speak.”

“Guess.”

“You're making me anxious.”

“Bah! That’s only because you haven’t figured it out yet.”

“What did the king say to you? For the sake of our friendship, please don’t deceive me.”

“The king hasn’t said a word to me.”

“You’re driving me to distraction, D’Herblay. Am I still the superintendent?”

“As long as you wish to be.”

“But what strange power have you suddenly gained over his majesty’s mind?”

“Ah!

"That's the point."

"He does your bidding?"

"I believe so."

"That's hardly credible."

"Anyone would say the same."

"D’Herblay, by our alliance, by our friendship, by everything you hold dear in this world, I implore you to speak openly. How have you managed to overcome Louis XIV's prejudices? I know he didn't like you."

"The king will like me *now*," Aramis emphasized, stressing the last word. "Do you have something particular between you?"

"Yes."

"A secret, perhaps?"

"A secret."

"A secret that could change his majesty's interests?"

"You are indeed a man of exceptional intelligence, monseigneur, and you've made a remarkably accurate guess. I have discovered a secret that could alter the king of France's interests."

"Ah!" said Fouquet, with the restraint of a man reluctant to ask further questions. "And you shall judge for yourself," Aramis continued, "and tell me if I'm mistaken about the significance of this secret."

"I'm listening, since you are gracious enough to confide in me; just remember, I haven't asked you anything that might be indiscreet for you to share."

Aramis paused for a moment, as if gathering his thoughts. "Do not speak!" Fouquet urged. "There's still time."

"Do you remember," the bishop said, lowering his gaze, "the birth of Louis XIV?"

"As if it were yesterday."

"Have you ever heard anything unusual regarding his birth?"

"Nothing, except that the king was not truly the son of Louis XIII."

"That may not concern us, nor the kingdom; according to French law, he is the son of his father, who is recognized by law."

"True, but it is a serious matter when the legitimacy of lineage is questioned."

"Ultimately, it is a secondary issue."

“So, in fact, you’ve never learned or heard anything specific?”

“Nothing at all.”

“That’s where my secret begins. You must know that instead of giving birth to a son, the queen delivered twins.”

Fouquet looked up sharply as he replied, “And the second one is dead?”

“You’ll see. These twins were expected to be the pride of their mother and the hope of France. However, the king’s fragile nature and superstitious beliefs led him to fear a series of conflicts between two children with equal claims to the throne. So, he took measures to eliminate—he suppressed—one of the twins.”

“Suppressed, you say?”

“Have patience. Both children grew up; one ascended to the throne, and you serve as his minister, while the other, my friend, lives in gloom and isolation.”

“Good heavens! What are you saying, Monsieur d’Herblay? What has become of this poor prince?”

“Ask me instead what he has done.”

“Yes, yes.”

“He was raised in the countryside and then imprisoned in a fortress known as the Bastille.”

“Is it possible?” cried the surintendant, clasping his hands in shock.

"The first was the most fortunate of men; the second, the most unhappy and miserable of all living beings."

"Does his mother not know this?"

"Anne of Austria is fully aware."

"And the king?"

"Knows absolutely nothing."

"All the better," said Fouquet. His remark seemed to weigh heavily on Aramis, who regarded him with a look of deep concern. "I apologize for interrupting you," Fouquet continued.

"I was saying," Aramis resumed, "that this poor prince is the unhappiest of souls. Yet Heaven, which watches over all its creatures, has chosen to intervene on his behalf."

"Oh! In what way? Tell me."

"You will see."

“The reigning king—I say the reigning king—you can guess why, can’t you?”

“No. Why?”

“Because *both* of them, being legitimate princes, should have been kings. Don’t you agree?”

“I do, certainly.”

“Without reservation?”

“Absolutely; twins are one person in two bodies.”

“I’m glad to hear such a learned and authoritative opinion from a legal expert like you. So, we agree that each of them had equal rights, correct?”

“Indisputably! But, my goodness, what an extraordinary situation!”

“We're not finished yet—patience.”

“Oh! I have plenty of ‘patience’ to spare.”

“Heaven intended to raise an avenger, a supporter, or a vindicator for that oppressed child, if you prefer.”

It so happened that the reigning king—the usurper, as I believe you agree—is it not an act of usurpation to quietly enjoy and selfishly claim an inheritance to which one has only a partial right?”

“Yes, usurpation is indeed the word.”

“In that case, let me continue. It was Heaven’s will that the usurper should be served by a first minister of remarkable talent and a generous spirit.”

“Well, well,” said Fouquet, “I see your point; you’re counting on me to right the wrong done to this unfortunate brother of Louis XIV. You’re right to think so; I will assist you. Thank you, D’Herblay, thank you.”

“Oh, no, that’s not it at all; you’ve cut me off before I could finish,” Aramis replied, his demeanor unchanged. “I won’t say another word, then.”

“M. Fouquet, I was noting that the minister of the reigning sovereign suddenly fell into deep disfavor, threatened with the ruin of his fortune, the loss of his freedom, and even his life, all due to intrigue and personal animosity to which the king lent far too eager an ear.”

But Heaven allows, out of consideration for the unfortunate prince who was sacrificed, that M. Fouquet should have a devoted friend who knows this state secret and possesses the strength and courage to reveal it after holding it locked in his heart for twenty years.

“Don’t go any further,” said Fouquet, filled with noble sentiments. “I understand you now. You visited the king when news of my arrest reached you; you pleaded with him, but he refused to listen. Then you threatened him with that secret, warning him of the consequences of its revelation. Louis XIV., fearing the risk of exposure, granted you what he denied my generous intercession. I see it clearly now; you hold the king in your grasp. I understand.”

“You understand *nothing*—not yet,” Aramis replied, irritation creeping into his voice. “And once again, you interrupt me.”

“Furthermore, I must point out that you disregard logical reasoning and seem to overlook what you should remember most.”

“What do you mean?”

“You recall what I emphasized at the start of our conversation?”

“Yes, his majesty’s invincible hatred for me. But what kind of hatred could withstand the threat of such a revelation?”

“Such a revelation, you say? That’s precisely where your logic falters. Do you truly believe that if I had made such a revelation to the king, I would still be alive?”

“It was only ten minutes ago that you were with the king.”

“That may be true. He might not have had the chance to have me killed outright, but he certainly could have arranged for me to be gagged and thrown into a dungeon. Come now, show a little consistency in your reasoning, *mordieu!*”

With that single word, so characteristic of his old musketeer days and now seemingly forgotten by someone who rarely overlooked anything, Fouquet couldn’t help but recognize the heightened state of excitement the calm, impenetrable bishop of Vannes had reached.

He shuddered. “And then,” replied the other, after regaining his composure, “would I truly be the man you believe me to be, the friend you think I am, if I were to expose you—someone the king already despises—to a danger that young man fears more than anything? To have robbed him is one thing; to have spoken to the woman he loves is another. But to hold both his crown and his honor in your hands? He would tear your heart out with his own hands.”

“You haven’t let him uncover your secret, then?”

“I would rather swallow all the poisons that Mithridates consumed over twenty years in a desperate attempt to avoid death than betray my secret to the king.”

“What have you done, then?”

“Ah! Now we’re getting to the crux of the matter, monseigneur. I believe I can spark a bit of interest in you. I hope you’re listening.”

“How can you even ask if I’m listening?”

“Go on.”

Aramis moved quietly around the room, ensuring they were truly alone and that all was silent. Satisfied, he returned to stand close to the armchair where Fouquet sat, his anxiety palpable as he prepared to share his revelation. “I almost forgot to mention something remarkable about these twins,” Aramis said, turning his attention to Fouquet, who listened intently. “They are so strikingly alike—so miraculously similar—that it would be impossible to tell them apart. Even their own mother wouldn’t be able to distinguish between them.”

“Is that really possible?” Fouquet exclaimed. “The same noble features, the same posture, the same height, the same voice.”

“But what about their thoughts? Their intelligence? Their understanding of the world?”

“There is a difference there, I must admit, monseigneur.”

“Yes, for the prisoner of the Bastille is, without a doubt, superior in every way to his brother. If this unfortunate soul were to ascend from his cell to the throne, France might have its most powerful ruler in terms of both genius and noble character since the dawn of its history.”

Fouquet buried his face in his hands, overwhelmed by the weight of this immense secret. Aramis stepped closer. “There’s another disparity,” he said, continuing his insidious persuasion. “An inequality that concerns you, monseigneur, regarding the twins, both sons of Louis XIII. The one who remains in the Bastille is unaware of M. Colbert.”

Fouquet lifted his head, his features pale and twisted. The bolt had struck true—not his heart, but his mind. “I understand you,” he said to Aramis. “You’re suggesting a conspiracy?”

“Something along those lines.”

“One of those schemes that, as you mentioned at the beginning of our conversation, can alter the fate of empires?”

“And of superintendents, too; yes, monseigneur.”

“In essence, you propose that I should agree to substitute the son of Louis XIII., currently imprisoned in the Bastille, for the son of Louis XIII., who is at this moment lost in the embrace of Morpheus?”

Aramis smiled, a sinister glint in his eye, as the dark thought took root in his mind.

“Exactly,” he replied. “Have you considered,” Fouquet continued, his excitement growing as he tapped into that remarkable talent which can conceive and refine a plan in mere moments, combined with a broad perspective that anticipates all consequences and encompasses every outcome at a glance—“have you thought about the necessity of gathering the nobility, the clergy, and the common people of the realm? We would need to depose the reigning sovereign, to disturb the grave of their deceased father with such a scandal, to sacrifice the life and honor of a woman, Anne of Austria, and the peace of mind and heart of another, Maria Theresa. And suppose we succeeded—if we managed to pull it off—”

“I don’t understand you,” Aramis interjected coolly. “There isn’t a single coherent thought in what you’ve just said.”

“What!” exclaimed the superintendent, taken aback. “A man like you refuses to consider the practical implications of this situation? Are you content to indulge in the childish fantasy of political illusion while ignoring the realities of its execution? Is that truly possible?”

“My friend,” Aramis replied, emphasizing the word with a hint of disdainful familiarity, “what does Heaven do to replace one king with another?”

“Heaven!” Fouquet exclaimed. “Heaven instructs its agent, who seizes the doomed victim, whisks him away, and places the triumphant rival upon the vacant throne. But you forget that this agent is called death. Oh!

“Monsieur d’Herblay, for Heaven’s sake, tell me if you have considered—”

“There’s no need to dwell on that, monseigneur; you’re missing the point. Who mentioned the death of Louis XIV.? Who suggested we follow Heaven’s example in executing its decrees? No, I want you to understand that Heaven accomplishes its purposes without confusion or disturbance, without drawing attention or comment, and without difficulty or exertion. Those inspired by Heaven succeed, just as Heaven does, in all their endeavors, in everything they attempt, in all they do.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, my *friend*,” Aramis replied, emphasizing the word *friend* as he had the first time, “that if there has been any confusion, scandal, or even effort in the substitution of the prisoner for the king, I challenge you to prove it.”

“What!” cried Fouquet, his face pale as the handkerchief he used to wipe his brow. “What do you mean?”

“Go to the king’s apartment,” Aramis continued calmly, “and you, who know the secret, I dare you to discern that the prisoner of the Bastille is lying in his brother’s bed.”

“But the king,” stammered Fouquet, horror gripping him at the revelation. “What king?” Aramis asked gently. “The one who despises you, or the one who favors you?”

“The king—of—*yesterday*.”

“The king of yesterday! Rest assured, he has gone to take the place in the Bastille that his victim occupied for so many years.”

“Great God!”

"And who took him there?"

"I did."

"You?"

"Yes, and it was quite simple. I carried him away last night. As he descended into midnight, another rose into day. I don't believe there was any disturbance at all. A flash of lightning without thunder awakens no one."

Fouquet let out a thick, muffled cry, as if struck by an invisible blow. Clasping his head between his clenched hands, he murmured, "You did that?"

"Cleverly enough, I might add. What do you think of it?"

"You dethroned the king? Imprisoned him, too?"

"Yes, that has been done."

"And such an act was committed *here*, at Vaux?"

"Yes, here, at Vaux, in the Chamber of Morpheus."

"It almost seems as if it were built in anticipation of such an act."

"And when did it happen?"

"Last night, between midnight and one o'clock."

Fouquet tensed, as if ready to pounce on Aramis, but he held himself back. "At Vaux; under my roof!" he exclaimed, his voice strained. "I believe so! It remains your house, and it likely will continue to be, since M. Colbert can't take it from you now."

"So it was under my roof, then, monsieur, that you committed this crime?"

"This crime?" Aramis replied, bewildered. "This abominable crime!" Fouquet pressed on, growing increasingly agitated. "This crime more heinous than murder!"

"This crime," he declared, "will forever tarnish my name and haunt me for generations to come."

"You’re not thinking clearly, monsieur," Aramis replied, his voice wavering. "You’re speaking too loudly; be cautious!"

"I will shout so loudly that the entire world will hear me."

"Monsieur Fouquet, please, be careful!"

Fouquet turned to face the prelate directly. "You have dishonored me," he said, "by committing such a vile act of treason against my guest, a man who was peacefully resting under my roof. Oh, woe is me!"

"Woe to the man who, beneath your roof, plotted your ruin—your fortune, your very life. Have you forgotten that?"

"He was my guest, my sovereign."

Aramis rose, his eyes bloodshot and his mouth trembling with rage. "Am I dealing with a madman?" he exclaimed.

“You’re dealing with an honorable man.”

“You’re mad.”

“A man who will stop you from committing your crime.”

“You’re mad, I tell you.”

“A man who would rather die—far rather—than let you bring him dishonor.”

Fouquet snatched up the sword that D’Artagnan had placed at the head of his bed, gripping it tightly. Aramis frowned, slipping his hand into his breast as if searching for a weapon. This gesture did not escape Fouquet, who, filled with nobility and pride in his magnanimity,

# Chapter XXII: How the Countersign Was Respected at the Bastille

Fouquet rushed on, pushing his horses to their limit. As he traveled, a cold sense of horror seized him at the revelation he had just received. “What must the youth of these extraordinary men have been like?” he wondered. “Even as age overtakes them, they still conceive such monumental plans and execute them without a moment’s hesitation.”

For a moment, he couldn’t shake the thought that everything Aramis had just revealed might be nothing more than a dream—a story devised to entrap him. What if, upon arriving at the Bastille, he discovered an order for his arrest, consigning him to join the dethroned king?

Deeply affected by this possibility, he issued sealed orders along his route while fresh horses were being hitched to his carriage. These orders were addressed to M. d’Artagnan and a few others whose loyalty to the king was beyond doubt. “This way,” Fouquet thought, “whether I am a prisoner or not, I will have fulfilled my duty to honor. The orders won’t reach them until after my return—if I return free—so they’ll remain sealed. I’ll just take them back with me.”

“If I am delayed, it will be because some misfortune has befallen me; in that case, help will be sent for both me and the king.”

With this preparation, the superintendent arrived at the Bastille, having traveled at a pace of five and a half leagues per hour. Every delay that Aramis had avoided during his visit to the Bastille now slowed Fouquet. It was pointless to give his name or hope for recognition; he could not get in. Despite his pleas, threats, and commands, he could only succeed in getting a sentinel to speak to one of the subalterns, who then passed the message to the major. They didn’t even dare disturb the governor.

Fouquet sat in his carriage at the fortress’s outer gate, boiling with rage and impatience while waiting for the officers to return, who eventually came back with distinctly grim faces.

“Well,” Fouquet said impatiently, “what did the major say?”

“Well, monsieur,” answered the soldier, “the major laughed in my face. He said that M. Fouquet was at Vaux, and even if he were in Paris, he wouldn’t get up so early.”

“Mordieu! You’re all fools!” the minister yelled, leaping from the carriage. Before the subaltern could close the gate, Fouquet dashed through it and ran forward, ignoring the soldier’s cries for help. He quickly gained ground, but the soldier caught up and called out ahead to the sentinel at the second gate, “Watch out, sentinel!”

The sentinel crossed his pike before the minister, but Fouquet, strong and fueled by anger, wrested it from the soldier and struck him hard on the shoulder. The subaltern, who got too close, received some blows as well.

Both raised loud, furious cries, echoing through the air and summoning the entire first group of the advanced guard out of the guardhouse. Among them, a soldier recognized the superintendent and shouted, “Monseigneur! Oh, monseigneur! Stop, stop, all of you!” His voice brought the soldiers to a halt, just as they were about to retaliate for their wounded comrades.

Fouquet asked them to open the gate, but they refused without the proper countersign. He asked that the governor be told of his presence, but the governor had already heard the commotion. He appeared, accompanied by his major and a group of twenty men, convinced the Bastille was under attack.

Baisemeaux recognized Fouquet immediately and dropped the sword he had been waving bravely. “Ah! Monseigneur,” he stammered, “how can I possibly explain—”

“Monsieur,” the superintendent replied, his face red with anger and still catching his breath, “I must congratulate you. Your vigilance and guard are excellent.”

Baisemeaux turned pale, fearing an ironic insult and a coming outburst of rage. However, Fouquet recovered his calm. He beckoned to the sentinel and the subaltern, who were rubbing their shoulders, and said, “There are twenty pistoles for the sentinel and fifty for the officer. Please accept my compliments, gentlemen.”

“I will be sure to mention you to His Majesty. Now, M. Baisemeaux, I need a word with you.”

He followed the governor to his official residence, as whispers of satisfaction filled the air. Baisemeaux, shaking with shame and unease, realized that Aramis’s earlier visit might now have dire consequences—something someone in his position was right to fear. Still, Fouquet, with a sharp tone and an imperious stare, asked, “You saw M. d’Herblay this morning?”

“Yes, monseigneur.”

“And are you not horrified at the crime in which you have made yourself an accomplice?”

Baisemeaux hesitated, thinking, “So far, so good.” Then he answered, “But what crime, monseigneur, are you talking about?”

“The one for which you could be quartered alive, monsieur—remember that! But there’s no time for anger now. Take me instantly to the prisoner.”

“To which prisoner?” Baisemeaux asked, trembling.

“Are you pretending ignorance? Very well—it may be safer for you. Because if you were to admit guilt in such a crime, it would mean your ruin. I’ll play along with your pretense.”

“I beg you, monseigneur—”

“That’s enough.”

“Lead me to the prisoner.”

“To Marchiali?”

“Who is Marchiali?”

“The prisoner brought back this morning by M. d’Herblay.”

“He’s called Marchiali?” The superintendent’s confidence wavered slightly at Baisemeaux’s calmness. “Yes, monseigneur; that’s the name under which he was registered here.”

Fouquet studied Baisemeaux closely, as if trying to look into his very soul. With the insight common to those who hold power, he recognized that Baisemeaux spoke with absolute honesty. Moreover, after watching his face for a moment, he doubted that Aramis would have chosen such a confidant. “This is the prisoner,” the superintendent said, “whom M. d’Herblay took away the day before yesterday?”

“Yes, monseigneur.”

“And whom he brought back this morning?” Fouquet quickly added, grasping the subtlety of Aramis’s scheme.

“Exactly, monseigneur.”

“And his name is Marchiali, you say?”

“Yes, Marchiali. If monseigneur has come to remove him, so much the better, because I was about to write regarding him.”

“What has he done?”

“Since this morning, he has been incredibly difficult. His fits of rage are so violent that I almost believe he could bring the Bastille crashing down around us.”

“I will soon relieve you of his presence,” said Fouquet. “Ah! What a relief.”

“Please, take me to his cell.”

“Will monseigneur give the order?”

“What order?”

“I must have an order from the king.”

“Just wait while I sign one for you.”

“That won’t suffice, monseigneur. I need a formal order from the king himself.”

Fouquet looked irritated.

“Since you are so strict,” he said, “about letting prisoners leave, show me the order that released this one.”

Baisemeaux presented the release order for Seldon. “Very well,” said Fouquet, “but Seldon is not Marchiali.”

“However, Marchiali isn’t free, monseigneur; he’s here.”

“But you said M. d’Herblay took him away and brought him back.”

“I did not say that.”

“You said it plainly enough that I can almost recall your exact words.”

“It was simply a slip of my tongue, monseigneur.”

“Be careful, M. Baisemeaux, be careful.”

“I have nothing to fear, monseigneur; I am following the proper regulations.”

“You dare claim that?”

“I would say it before one of the apostles. M. d’Herblay brought an order to release Seldon.”

“Seldon is free.”

“I am telling you, Marchiali has left the Bastille.”

“Prove that to me, monseigneur.”

“Let me see him.”

“You, monseigneur, who governs this kingdom, know very well that no one can see any prisoner without a direct order from the king.”

“M. d’Herblay was let in, though.”

“That remains to be verified, monseigneur.”

“M. de Baisemeaux, I warn you again to mind your words.”

“All the paperwork is in order, monseigneur.”

“M. d’Herblay has been overthrown.”

“Overthrown? M. d’Herblay? That’s impossible!”

“You can see how much he’s influenced you.”

“No, monseigneur; what really influences me is my duty to the king.”

“I am fulfilling mine. Give me an order from him, and you shall enter.”

“Wait, M. le Gouverneur. I assure you, if you allow me to see the prisoner, I will bring you a royal order immediately.”

“Present it now, monseigneur.”

“And if you refuse, I will have you and all your officers arrested on the spot.”

“Before you take such extreme measures, monseigneur,” Baisemeaux replied, pale-faced, “consider that we obey only orders signed by the king. It would be just as simple for you to get an order to see Marchiali as it would be to get one that might punish me—me, who am entirely innocent.”

“True. Absolutely true!” Fouquet exclaimed, his anger rising. “M. de Baisemeaux,” he went on, drawing the anxious governor nearer, “do you know why I am so desperate to speak to the prisoner?”

“No, monseigneur. I must say, you are frightening me completely; I am trembling all over—I think I might faint.”

“You’ll be more likely to faint, Monsieur Baisemeaux, when I return here at the head of ten thousand men and thirty cannons.”

“Heavens, monseigneur, you must be losing your mind.”

“When I turn all Paris against you and your miserable towers, when I smash in the gates, and hang you from the tallest tree up there!”

“Monseigneur!”

“Monseigneur! Have mercy!”

“I give you ten minutes to decide,” Fouquet replied calmly. “I'll sit here and wait. If, in ten minutes, you still refuse to change your mind, I’ll leave this place, and you may call me mad if you wish. Then—you’ll *see!*”

Baisemeaux stamped his foot in misery but said nothing. Fouquet grabbed a pen and ink and wrote:

“Order for M. le Prévôt des Marchands to gather the municipal guard and march on the Bastille in the king’s immediate service.”

Baisemeaux shrugged. Fouquet kept writing:

“Order for the Duc de Bouillon and M. Le Prince de Condé to take command of the Swiss Guards and the king’s guards, marching on the Bastille in immediate service to the king.”

Baisemeaux stopped to consider. Fouquet wrote on:

“An order for every soldier, citizen, or gentleman to seize and arrest wherever found, le Chevalier d’Herblay, Bishop of Vannes, and his accomplices, including: first, M. de Baisemeaux, governor of the Bastille, suspected of high treason and rebellion—”

“Stop, monseigneur!” Baisemeaux exclaimed. “I don’t understand! So much disaster could break out here in just a couple of hours, even if it were madness causing it. The king, who will judge me, will see if I was wrong to withhold the countersign in the face of such peril. Come with me to the keep, monseigneur; you shall see Marchiali.”

Fouquet ran from the room, with Baisemeaux following, wiping sweat from his brow. “What a dreadful morning!” he muttered. “What a disgrace for *me!*”

“Faster,” Fouquet pressed. Baisemeaux signaled for the jailer to lead the way.

He was clearly frightened of his companion—a fact not lost on the other. “Stop this childish nonsense,” he said roughly. “Let the man remain here; take the keys yourself and lead the way. No one, you understand, must hear what happens next.”

“Ah!” Baisemeaux replied shakily. “Again!” M. Fouquet exclaimed.

“Ah! Say ‘no’ at once, and I will leave the Bastille and deliver my dispatches myself.”

Baisemeaux bowed his head, grabbed the keys, and, accompanied only by the minister, climbed the stairs. As they went up the spiral steps, the muffled shouts became clear cries and angry curses.

“What is that?” asked Fouquet.

“That’s your Marchiali,” the governor answered. “This is how these madmen shout.”

His look expressed more contempt for Fouquet than any politeness. Fouquet trembled; in one cry, more terrible than all the rest, he recognized the king’s voice.

He paused on the stairs, snatching the keyring from Baisemeaux, who was now sure this new madman might smash his head in. “Ah!” he exclaimed, “M. d’Herblay did not mention this.”

“Give me the keys, now!” Fouquet demanded, seizing them from Baisemeaux. “Which key opens his door?”

“That one.”

A piercing cry, followed by a hard blow against the door, echoed through the stairs. “Leave,” Fouquet commanded Baisemeaux, threateningly. “I wouldn’t dream of staying,” Baisemeaux mumbled to himself.

“There’ll be two madmen together, and one will surely kill the other,” he thought.

“Go!” Fouquet ordered. “If you set foot on this staircase before I call, understand—you’ll become the Bastille’s lowest prisoner.”

“This job will be the end of me, I swear,” Baisemeaux muttered as he hurried away, hands shaking. The prisoner’s screams grew more desperate. Once Fouquet was sure Baisemeaux had reached the bottom of the stairs, he tried the first lock. Then he heard the king’s hoarse, frantic voice shout, “Help, help! I am the king!” The key for the second door was different, but after searching the keyring, Fouquet found it.

The king, blinded by fury and nearly mad, screamed, “It was M. Fouquet who brought me here! Help me against M. Fouquet! I am the king! Support the king against M. Fouquet!”

“Fouquet!” The shouts echoed in the minister’s heart, filling him with dread. They were joined by a flurry of blows against the door, made with a piece of the broken chair the king had used as a weapon. At last Fouquet found the right key. The king, nearly exhausted, could barely speak, and cried out, “Death to Fouquet! Death to the traitor Fouquet!” Suddenly, the door swung violently open.

# Chapter XXIII: The King’s Gratitude

The two men were about to rush toward each other but stopped short, suddenly recognizing one another, and each let out a gasp of horror. “Have you come to kill me, monsieur?” the king exclaimed, recognizing Fouquet. “The king in such a state!” murmured the minister.

Truly, nothing could be more horrifying than the sight of the young prince in that moment. His clothes were shredded, his shirt torn open and stained with sweat and blood from wounds on his chest and arms. Haggard and deathly pale, his hair wild and tangled, Louis XIV presented a haunting picture of despair, fear, anger, and distress, all combined in one figure. Fouquet was so deeply moved and unsettled that he ran toward him, arms outstretched and eyes overflowing with tears. Louis reflexively raised the heavy stick he had been using so furiously.

“Sire,” Fouquet said, his voice trembling with emotion, “don’t you recognize your most devoted friend?”

“A friend—you!” Louis responded, his teeth clenched, his expression betraying distrust and a thirst for swift revenge.

“Your most loyal servant,” Fouquet persisted, dropping to his knees. The king let the crude weapon fall from his hand.

Fouquet approached him, kissed his knees, and embraced him with incredible tenderness. “My king, my child,” he said, “how terribly you must have suffered!”

Jolted back to reality by the change in events, Louis looked at himself and, ashamed of his ragged condition, his behavior, and the pity being shown him, instinctively drew back. Fouquet misread the movement; he didn’t understand that the king’s pride would never forgive him for seeing such a moment of weakness. “Come, sire,” he urged, “you are free.”

“Free?” the king repeated, incredulous. “You set me at liberty after daring to lay hands on me?”

“You can't really believe that!” Fouquet protested, his tone indignant. “You must know I’m incapable of such a thing.”

With urgency and warmth, he explained everything about the intrigue, the details already familiar to the reader.

As Fouquet spoke, a deep sadness overtook Louis. When Fouquet finished, the terrible danger he had escaped overshadowed even the shocking revelation of a secret twin brother. “Monsieur,” Louis abruptly said to Fouquet, “this supposed double birth is a lie; it’s impossible. You can’t have been tricked by it.”

“Sire!”

“It’s unthinkable that anyone could doubt my mother's virtue, and yet my first minister has failed to bring justice to the criminals responsible!”

“Please, sire, think carefully before your anger leads you astray,” Fouquet pleaded. “The birth of your brother—”

“I have only one brother, and that's Monsieur. You know it as well as I do. There’s a plot here, starting with the Bastille’s governor.”

“Be careful, sire; that man has been fooled, as have many others, by this prince’s striking resemblance to you.”

“Resemblance? That’s ridiculous!”

“This Marchiali must look remarkably like you to have deceived so many people,” Fouquet insisted.

“Nonsense!”

“Please, sire, let’s not dismiss this. Whoever orchestrated a scheme to trick your ministers, your mother, your officers, your whole family, must be confident in their ability to imitate you.”

“But where are these people?” the king muttered. “At Vaux.”

“At Vaux? And you leave them there?”

“My first duty was to secure your release, sire. I have done so. Now, what you command shall be done. I await your orders.”

Louis paused, thinking. “Gather all the troops in Paris,” he ordered.

“All necessary orders have already been given, sire,” Fouquet replied.

“You’ve given orders?” the king asked, surprised. “Yes, sire. Your majesty will have ten thousand men at your command in less than an hour.”

The king simply took Fouquet’s hand, his face revealing his real feelings. It was plain that he had clung to suspicions against Fouquet, despite his rescue. “With these troops,” Louis declared, “we’ll march at once and besiege the rebels who by now will have fortified themselves in your home.”

“I doubt that, sire,” Fouquet responded.

“Why?”

“Because their leader—the heart of the plan—has been unmasked by me, and I believe the whole plot has collapsed.”

“You’ve unmasked this false prince as well?”

“No, I haven’t seen him.”

“Whom have you seen, then?”

“The mastermind of the plot, not the poor young man; he’s simply a pawn, meant for a life of suffering, as I can see clearly.”

“Most certainly.”

“It is M. l’Abbé d’Herblay, Bishop of Vannes.”

“Your friend?”

“He was my friend, sire,” Fouquet replied, with dignity.

"An unfortunate situation for you," the king said, his tone cooling. "Such friendships carried no disgrace while I was unaware of the sin."

"You should have foreseen it."

"If I’m guilty, I place myself in your majesty’s hands."

"Ah! Monsieur Fouquet, that was not my intention," the king quickly replied, regretting his bitterness. "I assure you, despite the villain’s disguise, I suspected the truth. But alongside this mastermind was a man of enormous strength, who threatened me with almost superhuman force. Who was he?"

"Most likely, his friend, Baron du Vallon, once one of the musketeers."

"D’Artagnan’s friend?"

"The friend of Comte de la Fère? Ah!” exclaimed the king, pausing at the familiar name. “We must not overlook the links between the plotters and M. de Bragelonne.”

“Sire, please, don’t go too far. M. de la Fère is the most honorable man in France. Be content with those I bring before you.”

“With those you bring before me, you mean?”

"Yes, for it is you who will hand the guilty over to me."

"What does Your Majesty mean by that?" Fouquet asked.

"I mean," the king replied, "that we’ll soon be at Vaux with a strong force. We’ll catch this nest of vipers, and no one shall escape."

"You intend to put these men to death!" Fouquet cried. "Even the least of them?"

"Oh, sire..."

"Let us be perfectly clear, Monsieur Fouquet," the king said, haughtily. "We are no longer in an age where assassination is the

# Chapter XXIV: The False King

Meanwhile, the usurper was playing the role of king with confidence at Vaux. Philippe ordered that for his *petit lever*, the *grandes entrees*, already waiting to see the king, should be brought in. He gave this command even though M. d’Herblay had not yet returned—the reason for which our readers know. The prince, doubting the absence would last, was determined—like many impulsive souls—to test his courage and luck, regardless of danger. Another powerful reason drove him: Anne of Austria would soon enter; the guilty mother would soon face her sacrificed son. Philippe, well aware of his vulnerability, resolved to show no weakness to the man before whom he now had to display unwavering composure.

He opened his folding doors, and several people entered quietly. Philippe remained still while his *valets de chambre* dressed him. The night before, he had studied his brother’s routines, and so completely played the king’s part that no one suspected a thing.

He was already dressed in hunting clothes when his visitors arrived. His memory and Aramis’s notes introduced each guest, starting with Anne of Austria, to whom Monsieur offered his hand, then Madame and M. de Saint-Aignan. He smiled at their familiar faces but felt a tremor of anxiety at the sight of his mother. Despite the signs of suffering that had marked her once noble and imposing features, she was still deeply moving to him—the queen who had once given up a child for the sake of the state. He noticed that his mother remained strikingly beautiful.

He knew Louis XIV loved her, and he promised himself to love her as well, determined not to become a burden to her in her old age. He looked on his brother with gentle affection. His brother had never hindered him; like a separate tree, he allowed the trunk to grow, heedless of its height or grandeur. Philippe vowed to be a good brother to this prince, who wanted for nothing but gold to satisfy his desires.

He greeted Saint-Aignan warmly, who responded with bows and smiles, and extended a slightly nervous hand to Henrietta, his sister-in-law. Her beauty charmed him, though he saw a chill in her eyes that reassured him about their future relationship. "How much simpler it will be to be her brother, not her lover," he thought, "if she maintains the distance my brother could not, but which I must keep as a duty."

He dreaded only the queen’s visit. His emotions and mind had just survived a difficult trial, and he feared another shock, even though he usually bounced back. Luckily, the queen did not come. Instead, Anne of Austria began a political speech on how warmly M. Fouquet had welcomed the royal family. She mixed criticism with compliments for the king, adding questions about his health, motherly praise, and diplomatic motives.

“Well, my son,” she said, “are you persuaded about M. Fouquet?”  
“Saint-Aignan,” Philippe replied, “please go check on the queen.”

With these words, the subtle difference between Philippe's voice and the king’s was almost noticeable to a mother’s ear, prompting Anne of Austria to study her son closely. As Saint-Aignan departed, Philippe continued, “Madame, I don’t like to hear M. Fouquet spoken of harshly; you know that, and you’ve even praised him yourself.”  
“That’s true,” she admitted. “That’s why I’m asking about your feelings toward him.”  
“Sire,” Henrietta cut in, “I have always been fond of M. Fouquet. He has wonderful taste—he is an extraordinary man.”  
“A superintendent who is neither tight-fisted nor mean,” Monsieur added, “and who always pays in gold for anything I want.”  
“Everyone here thinks too much about themselves and too little about the state,” the aging queen said.  
“M. Fouquet is certainly ruining the state.”  
“Well, mother!” Philippe responded, with a noticeably softer tone. “Are you now playing M. Colbert’s defender?”  
“And why not?” she objected, caught off guard. “You speak like your old friend Madame de Chevreuse.”  
“Why mention Madame de Chevreuse?” she pressed. “What’s gotten into you today?”  
Philippe went on, “Isn’t Madame de Chevreuse always plotting against someone? Has she not come to see you, mother?”  
“Monsieur, your tone is so like your father’s,” she observed.  
“My father had very good reason to dislike Madame de Chevreuse,” the prince replied firmly.  
“I don’t have any more love for her than he did, and if she dares return here as before—to stir up quarrels and hatreds under the pretense of asking for money—then—”  
“Well! What?” Anne of Austria interjected, her pride flaring.  
“Well!” the young man said confidently, “I will expel Madame de Chevreuse from my kingdom—and with her, anyone else who meddles in its secrets and intrigues.”

He hadn’t anticipated the effect of this harsh decree, or perhaps he wanted to test what would happen, much like someone with chronic pain who provokes a stronger pain to feel alive. Anne of Austria nearly fainted; her wide, unfocused eyes lost sight for a moment. She reached for her other son, who supported and held her without worrying about provoking royal jealousy.  
“Sire,” she murmured, “you’re so cruel to your mother.”  
“In what way, madame?” he answered. “I’m only talking about Madame de Chevreuse; does my mother prefer her over France’s safety and my well-being?”  
“Well, madame, let me tell you Madame de Chevreuse has come back to France for money, and she approached M. Fouquet trying to sell him a certain secret.”  
“A secret!” gasped Anne of Austria.  
“One about the supposed thefts that Monsieur le Surintendant allegedly committed—which is completely untrue,” Philippe broke in. “M. Fouquet angrily rejected her offer, putting the king’s honor above all else. So, Madame de Chevreuse sold the secret to M.—  
“Colbert, and now she wants more. Having already extracted a hundred thousand crowns from a servant of the state, she’s starting another bold scheme for more money. Is that true, madame?”  
“You know everything, sire,” the queen replied, obviously shaken, though trying to appear composed.

Philippe continued, “I have every reason to hate that woman, who comes to court just to cause disgrace for some and disaster for others. If Heaven has allowed certain crimes to occur, hidden by its mercy, I will not let Madame de Chevreuse interfere with fate.”

The last words had such an impact on the queen-mother that her son felt pity for her. He kissed her hand warmly, but she didn’t realize that in that kiss—given despite the bitterness in his heart—he forgave her for eight years of pain. Philippe let a silence hang over them, swallowing his emotions.

Then, with a cheerful smile, he said, “We will not leave today. I have changed my plan.” He turned toward the door, now worried by Aramis’s continued absence. The queen-mother wanted to leave.  
“Please stay, Mother,” he said gently. “I want you to be reconciled with M. Fouquet.”  
“I’m not angry at M. Fouquet; I just feared his extravagance.”  
“We can manage that and keep only his best qualities.”  
“What are you looking for, Your Majesty?” Henrietta asked, noticing his constant glances at the door.

She hoped to sting him with a biting remark, suspecting he was expecting either La Vallière or a message from her.  
“My sister,” the young man replied, guessing her thought thanks to the new intuition his luck was bringing him. “I’m waiting for a most distinguished man, an able advisor whom I wish you all to know, and whose support I recommend to you.”  
“Ah! Let him come in, then, D’Artagnan.”  
“What does Your Majesty wish?” D’Artagnan asked, as he entered.  
“Where is the Bishop of Vannes, your friend?”  
“Well, sire—”  
“I’m waiting for him, and he isn’t here. Please have him sought out.”

D’Artagnan paused, taken by surprise. But remembering Aramis had left Vaux for the king’s private business, he concluded Philippe wanted discretion.  
“Sire,” he replied, “do you absolutely need M. d’Herblay right away?”  
“‘Absolutely’ isn’t the word,” Philippe said. “But if he can be found—”  
“I thought as much,” D’Artagnan muttered to himself.  
“Is this M. d’Herblay, the Bishop of Vannes?”  
“Yes, madame.”  
“A friend of M. Fouquet’s?”  
“Yes, madame; a former musketeer.”

Anne of Austria blushed. “One of the four who once did such remarkable deeds.” The queen quickly changed the conversation, regretting her earlier provocation.  
“Whatever choice you make, sire,” she said, “I know it will be a good one.”  
Everyone nodded in agreement.  
“You’ll find in him,” Philippe went on, “all the intelligence and insight of M.—  
“De Richelieu, but not the greed of M. de Mazarin!”  
“A prime minister, sire?” Monsieur asked, alarmed.  
“I’ll explain everything, brother; but it is strange that M. d’Herblay isn’t here!”  
He called, “Let M. Fouquet know I want to see him—but wait, don’t leave yet!”

De Saint-Aignan returned, reporting the queen was still in bed for caution’s sake, to keep her strength for the king’s wishes. As everyone looked for M. Fouquet and Aramis, the new king carried on his experiments quietly, and no one—family, officers, servants—suspected his true identity. His look, voice, gestures were so exactly the king’s that there was no doubt. All the while, Philippe, relying on Aramis’s precise instructions, carried himself so convincingly that those around him found nothing odd. From that moment, nothing could shake the usurper’s confidence. Providence had truly turned the highest fortune in the world into the lowest—and vice versa.

Philippe marveled at God’s grace in his life, embracing it with a spirit worthy of his admirable character. Yet he sometimes felt a shadow lying between him and his new-found glory. Aramis was still missing. The family’s conversation had grown thin; Philippe, lost in thought, forgot to send his brother and Madame Henrietta away. They exchanged puzzled looks, clearly losing patience. Anne of Austria leaned in to whisper a few words in Spanish to her son.

Philippe had no knowledge of the language, and turned pale at this unexpected challenge. Yet, as if Aramis’s iron will gave him new strength, he straightened and showed no sign of worry.  
“Well! What is it?” Anne of Austria asked. Philippe turned toward the door to the second staircase as a voice called out, “This way, this way!”  
“Just a few more steps, sire!”  
“That is M. Fouquet’s voice,” D’Artagnan observed, standing near the queen-mother.  
“Then M. d’Herblay must be close by,” Philippe added.

But as he looked, he saw something completely unexpected. All eyes turned to where M. Fouquet should have entered, but instead, it was not M. Fouquet who stepped over the threshold. A dreadful cry erupted across the room—a sound of pain shared by the king and all present. Few men, even in the most extraordinary times, witness a spectacle as remarkable as this one in the royal bedchamber. The half-closed shutters let only dim light filter in through thick, violet velvet curtains lined with silk. In this gloom, eyes adjusted slowly, and everyone there recognized each other more by imagination than sight.

In such darkness, one detail could not go unnoticed. A new figure entered and seemed to shine as if bathed in sunlight. It was Louis XIV, pale and stern, standing in the secret staircase doorway. Behind him was Fouquet, his face fixed with sorrow and resolve. The queen-mother, seeing Louis XIV while holding Philippe’s hand, let out that same cry, as if seeing a ghost. Monsieur spun around, looking from one to the other in total confusion. Madame stepped forward, believing she saw her brother-in-law’s image reflected in a mirror.

Indeed, the likeness was uncanny. The two princes, both pale as death—Philippe especially so—trembled, hands clenched, their eyes locked in a sharp, wordless duel. They leaned forward, as if ready to leap at one another. The resemblance in their faces, height, manner, even in dress—since Louis XIV had just returned from the Louvre in a violet suit—made Anne of Austria’s confusion even deeper. Yet the truth didn’t dawn on her immediately.

Some misfortunes in life are so horrific that, at first, no one can believe them; instead, people grasp for ideas of supernatural causes and impossibilities. Louis himself had not foreseen these obstacles. He had believed simply arriving would be enough; as if, like the sun, he could not be equaled by anyone. He could not comprehend being indistinguishable from someone else, and could not believe that all light should not vanish before his own. Standing opposite Philippe, he felt more terror than anyone else present. His calm was not truly calm—it was the silent focus before an eruption of pent-up emotions.

But Fouquet! Who could interpret the minister’s anguish and amazement at seeing this living copy of his sovereign? He was now sure Aramis had been right: this newcomer was just as royal as the other. Fouquet realized that by refusing to take part in the coup so brilliantly conceived by the Jesuit General, he was sacrificing one kingly bloodline for another; he traded grand ambition for selfish interest. In trying to keep power, he gave up his best chance to claim it. His guilt hit him all at once at the mere sight of the pretender.

These thoughts were unspoken to those around him. Fouquet had five long minutes to reflect—five minutes that felt endless—while the two kings and their families struggled to recover from shock. D’Artagnan leaned against the wall, head in hand, trying to understand this astonishing phenomenon. He couldn't say why he doubted things, but he was sure he should. The meeting of the two Louis XIVs filled him with confusion, much as he had recently doubted Aramis’s actions. But everything was still hidden in a fog. All those present seemed to drift in that cloud.

Suddenly, Louis XIV, impatient and used to being obeyed, lunged for one of the shutters and threw it wide open, tearing the curtains. A rush of daylight filled the room, and Philippe shrank back into the alcove. Louis seized on this, turning to the queen.  
"My mother," he said, "don’t you know your son, now that everyone else forgets their king?" Anne of Austria gasped, raising her arms to heaven, unable to utter a sound.  
"My mother," Philippe replied calmly, "don’t you recognize your son?" Now Louis backed away, letting silence settle. Anne of Austria, stricken with remorse, lost her balance and, without help—everyone else frozen—collapsed into her chair with a weak sigh.

Louis could stand no more—neither the scene itself nor the insult he felt it brought. He strode to D’Artagnan, who, feeling faint, leaned on the door.  
“*À moi! mousquetaire!*” Louis commanded. “Look us in the face and say—which of us is paler?”  
That command jolted D’Artagnan out of his daze and revived his sense of duty. He shook his head and strode straight to Philippe, laying a strong hand on his shoulder.  
“Monsieur, you are my prisoner!”

Philippe didn’t look up to heaven, nor shift from the spot, his eyes fixed on his brother, the king. In that burning silence, he seemed to lay blame for his past misfortunes and anticipated suffering. The king, troubled by this silent accusation, looked away, quickly steering his brother and sister from the room, forgetting his mother, who now sat, stunned, a few steps from the son she was again leaving to his fate. Philippe approached Anne of Austria and spoke in a deeply agitated but gentle voice:

“If I were not your son, I would curse you, Mother, for how miserable you have made me.”

D’Artagnan shuddered. He bowed to the young prince and said, as he lowered himself,  
“Forgive me, monseigneur; I am only a soldier and must obey the one who just left.”  
“Thank you, M. d’Artagnan... And M.—  
“D’Herblay?”  
“M. d’Herblay is safe, monseigneur,” a voice replied from behind them. “And so long as I draw breath and am free, none shall harm him.”  
“Monsieur Fouquet!”

# Chapter XXVII: Monsieur de Beaufort

The prince turned just as Raoul was closing the door, intending to leave him alone with Athos and join the other officers in an adjoining room. “Is that the young man I’ve heard M. le Prince speak so highly of?” asked M. de Beaufort.

“It is, monseigneur,” came the reply.

“He’s quite the soldier; let him stay, Count. We can’t spare him,” the duke insisted.

“Stay, Raoul, since monseigneur allows it,” Athos said.

“*Ma foi!* He is tall and handsome!” the duke continued. “Will you give him to me, monseigneur, if I ask for him?”

“How am I to understand you, monseigneur?” Athos replied. “I have come to bid you farewell.”

“Farewell!”

“Yes, indeed. Do you have any idea of what I am about to become?”

“Well, I suppose you will remain what you have always been, monseigneur—a valiant prince and an excellent gentleman.”

“I am going to become an African prince—a Bedouin gentleman. The king is sending me to make conquests among the Arabs.”

“What are you saying, monseigneur?”

Strange, isn’t it? I, the quintessential Parisian, who have reigned in the faubourgs and have been called the King of the Halles—I am about to transition from the Place Maubert to the minarets of Gigelli; from a Frondeur, I am becoming an adventurer!”

“Oh, monseigneur, if you hadn’t told me yourself—”

“It would be hard to believe, wouldn’t it? But trust me, we must now bid each other farewell.”

"This is what happens when one finds favor again."

"Finds favor?"

"Yes. You smile. Ah, my dear Count, can you guess why I've taken on this venture?"

"Because Your Highness loves glory above all else."

"Oh, no; there’s no glory in firing muskets at savages. I see no glory in that, for my part, and it's more likely that I’ll encounter something entirely different. But I have longed, and still long for, my dear Count, for my life to have that final *facet*, after all the whimsical displays I’ve made over the past fifty years.

For, in short, you must admit that it is quite strange to be born the grandson of a king, to have waged war against kings, to have been counted among the powers of my time, to have upheld my rank, to feel the spirit of Henry IV. within me, to serve as the great admiral of France—and then to meet my end at Gigelli, surrounded by Turks, Saracens, and Moors.”

“Monseigneur, you dwell on that theme with unsettling persistence,” Athos replied, his voice tinged with agitation. “How can you think that such a remarkable destiny would be extinguished in that distant and wretched place?”

“And do you truly believe, with your upright and simple nature, that if I venture into Africa for such a ridiculous reason, I won’t strive to emerge from it without disgrace? Won’t I give the world something to talk about? In this day and age, with Monsieur le Prince, M. de Turenne, and many others as my contemporaries, what remains for me, admiral of France, grandson of Henry IV., king of Paris, but to meet my end?

*Cordieu!* I will be the talk of the town, mark my words; I shall be killed, whether it’s there or somewhere else.”

“Why, monseigneur, that’s just exaggeration; until now, the only thing you’ve shown in excess is your bravery.”

“*Peste!* my dear friend, there’s bravery in facing scurvy, dysentery, locusts, and poisoned arrows, just as my ancestor St. Louis did. Do you know those fellows still use poisoned arrows? And you know me well enough to understand that once I set my mind on something, I pursue it with grim determination.”

“Yes, you were determined to escape from Vincennes.”

“Ay, but you helped me with that, my master. Speaking of which, I’ve been turning this way and that, but I haven’t seen my old friend, M. Vaugrimaud. How is he?”

“Vaugrimaud remains your highness’s most respectful servant,” Athos said with a smile. “I have a hundred pistoles for him, which I bring as a legacy. My will is settled, Count.”

“Ah! Monseigneur! Monseigneur!”

“And you might understand that if Grimaud’s name were to appear in my will—” The duke chuckled, then turned to Raoul, who had fallen into a deep reverie since the start of their conversation. “Young man,” he said, “I believe there’s a certain De Vouvray wine to be found here, and I think—”

Raoul abruptly left the room to fetch the wine. In the meantime, M. de Beaufort took Athos's hand.

“What do you plan to do with him?” he asked.

“Nothing for now, monseigneur.”

“Ah! Yes, I see; it’s because of the king’s infatuation with La Vallière.”

“Yes, monseigneur.”

“So it’s all true, then? I believe I know that little La Vallière. She’s not particularly beautiful, if I recall correctly?”

“No, monseigneur,” Athos replied.

“Do you know who she reminds me of?”

“Does she remind Your Highness of someone?”

“She reminds me of a very charming girl whose mother lived in the Halles.”

“Ah! ah!” Athos said, smiling.

“Oh, the good old times,” M. de Beaufort added. “Yes, La Vallière brings that girl to mind.”

“She had a son, didn’t she?”

“I believe she did,” the duke replied, his tone casual and his expression one of pleasant forgetfulness that words could hardly capture.

“Now, here is poor Raoul, who I believe is your son.”

“Yes, he is my son, monseigneur.”

“And the poor lad has been overlooked by the king, and he’s troubled by it.”

“Still, monseigneur, he manages to abstain.”

“You’re going to let the boy waste away in idleness; that’s a mistake. Come, give him to me.”

“My wish is to keep him at home, monseigneur. He is all I have left in the world, and as long as he wants to stay—”

“Well, well,” the duke replied. “I could easily set things right again. I assure you, I see in him the makings of a marechal of France; I’ve seen more than one rise from less promising beginnings.”

“That may be true, monseigneur, but it is the king who appoints marechals of France, and Raoul would never accept anything from the king.”

At that moment, Raoul returned, leading Grimaud, whose steady hands carried a tray with a single glass and a bottle of the duke’s favorite wine. Upon seeing his old *protégé*, the duke exclaimed with delight, “Grimaud! Good evening, Grimaud! How are you?”

The servant bowed deeply, equally pleased to see his noble friend.

“Two old friends!” the duke declared, giving honest Grimaud a hearty shake of the shoulder, which prompted another deep and joyful bow from Grimaud.

“But what’s this, Count? Only one glass?”

“I wouldn’t dream of drinking with Your Highness unless you permitted me,” Athos replied with noble humility.

“*Cordieu!* You were right to bring only one glass; we’ll share it like two brothers in arms.”

“Begin, count.”

“Do me the honor,” Athos replied, gently setting the glass aside.

“You are a charming friend,” said the Duc de Beaufort, taking a sip before passing the goblet to his companion.

“But that’s not all,” he continued. “I’m still thirsty, and I want to toast this handsome young man standing here. I carry good luck with me, vicomte,” he said to Raoul. “Make a wish while drinking from my glass, and may the black plague take me if it doesn’t come true!”

He held the goblet out to Raoul, who quickly wet his lips and responded just as swiftly: “I have made a wish, monseigneur.” His eyes sparkled with a dark intensity, and a flush crept to his cheeks, sending a shiver through Athos, even if it was just from his smile.

“And what did you wish for?” the duke asked, sinking back into his chair as he handed the bottle to Grimaud with one hand and slipped him a purse with the other.

“Will you promise me, monseigneur, to grant my wish?”

“*Pardieu!* It’s a deal.”

“I wished, monsieur le duc, to accompany you to Gigelli.”

Athos turned pale, unable to hide his agitation.

The duke glanced at his friend, as if eager to help him deflect this unexpected blow. “That’s quite difficult, my dear vicomte, very difficult,” he added in a lower tone.

“Pardon me, monseigneur, I have been indiscreet,” Raoul replied firmly. “But as you yourself invited me to wish—”

“To wish to leave me?” Athos interjected. “Oh, monsieur—can you even imagine—”

“Well, *mordieu!*” the duke exclaimed. “The young vicomte is right! What can he possibly do here?”

“He will go moldy with grief.”

Raoul blushed as the excitable prince continued, “War is a distraction. We gain everything from it; the only thing we can lose is life—and if that’s the case, then so much the worse!”

“That is to say, memory,” Raoul interjected eagerly. “And that is to say, so much the better!”

He immediately regretted his enthusiastic response when he saw Athos rise and open the window, likely to hide his own emotions. Raoul rushed toward the comte, but Athos had already regained his composure, turning to the lights with a calm and impassive expression.

“Well, come on,” the duke said. “Let’s see! Will he go, or won’t he? If he goes, comte, he shall be my aide-de-camp, my son.”

“Monseigneur!” Raoul exclaimed, dropping to one knee.

“Monseigneur!” Athos interjected, taking the duke’s hand. “Raoul shall do exactly as he wishes.”

“Oh!

“No, monsieur, as you wish,” interrupted the young man.

“*Par la corbleu!*” the prince retorted, “neither the comte nor the vicomte will have their way; it is I who will decide. I intend to take him away. The navy offers a splendid fortune, my friend.”

Raoul smiled again, this time with a sadness that pierced Athos’s heart. He responded with a stern look. Raoul understood the unspoken message; he regained his composure and became so guarded that not another word slipped from his lips.

At last, the duke rose, noting the late hour. “I’m in quite a hurry, but if anyone says I’ve wasted time talking with a friend, I’ll counter that I’ve gained—on balance—a most excellent recruit.”

“Pardon me, monsieur le duc,” Raoul interjected, “but please don’t mention this to the king, for it is not the king I wish to serve.”

“Eh!

"My friend, whom will you serve?" Athos asked, his tone both challenging and curious. "The days when you could claim allegiance to M. de Beaufort are long gone. Now, we all serve the king, whether great or small. So, if you choose to serve on my ships, there will be no ambiguity, my dear vicomte; it will be the king you serve."

Athos felt a mix of anxious anticipation and joy as he awaited Raoul's response to this delicate question. Raoul, the steadfast opponent of the king and Athos's rival, stood at a crossroads. The father hoped that this dilemma would outweigh Raoul's ambitions, grateful for the moment of reckoning that lay ahead.

de Beaufort, whose lightness or generous spirit had cast a shadow over the departure of his only joy, his son. Yet Raoul, resolute and composed, responded, “Monsieur le Duc, I have already contemplated the objection you raise. I will serve aboard your vessels, as you honor me with your invitation; however, I shall serve a master far more powerful than the king: I shall serve God!”

“God! How so?” both the duke and Athos asked in unison.

“I intend to take vows and become a knight of Malta,” Bragelonne declared, his words falling like icy drops from bare trees after the winter storms.

At this revelation, Athos faltered, and even the prince was visibly affected. Grimaud let out a heavy groan and dropped the bottle, shattering it without anyone noticing. M. de Beaufort looked the young man in the eye and saw the unmistakable fire of determination burning within him, even though his gaze was lowered. Athos, well aware of that tender yet unyielding spirit, knew there was no hope of diverting him from the perilous path he had chosen. All he could do was grasp the hand that the duke extended toward him.

“Comte, I will depart for Toulon in two days,” M. de Beaufort announced.

de Beaufort. “Will you meet me in Paris so I can learn your decision?”

“I will have the honor of thanking you there, *mon prince*, for all your kindness,” replied the comte.

“And please be sure to bring the vicomte with you, whether he chooses to follow me or not,” added the duke. “He has my word, and I only ask for yours in return.”

Having eased the ache of the paternal heart, he playfully tugged at Grimaud's ear, whose eyes sparkled with unusual brightness, and then rejoined his escort in the garden. The horses, rested and refreshed, set off with vigor through the enchanting night, quickly putting a considerable distance between their master and the chateau. Athos and Bragelonne found themselves face to face once more. The clock struck eleven.

The father and son shared a profound silence, where an astute observer might have expected cries and tears. Yet, these two men were such that all the emotions stemming from their final resolutions sank so deep into their hearts that they became lost forever. They spent the hour leading up to midnight in near silence, almost breathless. The clock's chimes alone marked the passage of time, reminding them of the painful journey their souls had taken through the vastness of their memories and the weight of their fears for the future.

Finally, Athos stood up and said, “It’s late, then... Until tomorrow.” Raoul rose as well and embraced his father in return.

The latter held him tightly to his chest and said, his voice trembling, “In two days, you will leave me, my son—leave me forever, Raoul!”

“Monsieur,” the young man replied, “I had resolved to pierce my heart with my sword, but you would have deemed that cowardly. I have abandoned that thought, and thus, we must part.”

“You leave me desolate by going, Raoul.”

“Please, listen to me once more, monsieur. If I do not leave, I will die here from grief and love. I know how long I can endure this. Send me away quickly, or you will witness my shameful death before your eyes—in your own home. This feeling is stronger than my will, stronger than my strength. You can see that in just one month, I have aged thirty years, and I am nearing the end of my life.”

“Then,” Athos said coldly, “you intend to go to Africa with the hope of getting killed? Oh, tell me!”

“Do not lie!”

Raoul turned pale, his silence stretching for two agonizing seconds that felt like two hours to his father. Then, suddenly, he spoke.

“Monsieur,” he said, “I have promised to devote myself to God. In exchange for the sacrifice of my youth and freedom, I ask only one thing: that He preserve me for you, for you are the only tie I have to this world. Only God can give me the strength to remember that I owe you everything, and that nothing should ever take precedence over my regard for you.”

Athos embraced his son tenderly.

“You have just answered me with the word of honor of an honest man. In two days, we shall be with M. de Beaufort in Paris, and then you will do what is right for you. You are free, Raoul; farewell.”

With that, he slowly made his way to his bedroom. Raoul descended into the garden and spent the night in the lime tree alley.

# Chapter XXVIII: Preparations for Departure

Athos did not waste time trying to change this resolute decision. Instead, he focused on making the necessary preparations for Raoul in the two days granted by the duke. Most of these arrangements depended on Grimaud, who set to work right away, displaying the diligence and intelligence for which he was well known.

Athos instructed his loyal servant to head to Paris as soon as the equipment was ready. He wanted to avoid any risk of keeping the duke waiting or causing a delay that might make the duke notice Raoul's absence. Therefore, the day after M. de Beaufort's visit, Athos set out for Paris with his son.

For Raoul, returning to Paris was a profoundly emotional ordeal, filled with memories of those who had known and loved him. Each familiar face revived a wave of pain for the young man who had endured so much; every encounter reminded him of his unfulfilled love. As they neared the city, Raoul felt himself fading away. Once they arrived, he seemed to dissolve entirely.

When Raoul reached Guiche’s residence, he learned that Guiche was with Monsieur. He made his way to the Luxembourg, unaware that he was heading to the very place where La Vallière had once lived. As he approached, he was enveloped by the sounds of music, the scent of perfumes, and the echoes of joyous laughter. Shadows danced around him; if not for the kindness of a woman who noticed his dejection and pale features lingering in a doorway, he might have hesitated there only a moment before leaving, never to return.

Instead, he paused in the first antechamber, unable to mingle with the cheerful guests he sensed filling the salons nearby. When one of Monsieur’s servants recognized him and asked if he wished to see Monsieur or Madame, Raoul could barely respond. He sank onto a bench near a velvet doorway, his gaze fixed on a clock that had stopped almost an hour before. The servant moved on, and another, more familiar with him, approached to ask if he should inform M. de Guiche of Raoul’s presence.

The name did not even stir a memory in Raoul. The persistent servant continued, saying De Guiche had just invented a new lottery game and was teaching it to the ladies. Raoul, his large eyes wide like a man absent in mind, as described by Theophrastus, remained silent, his sadness deepening. With his head bowed, limbs relaxed, and mouth half open to release his sighs, he remained forgotten in the antechamber.

Suddenly, a lady's gown brushed against the doors of a side salon that opened onto the gallery. A young, pretty, and lively woman entered, playfully scolding an officer of the household. Their banter was spirited, with the officer responding calmly yet firmly. It was more like a playful exchange than a real quarrel among courtiers, and it ended with the lady bestowing a kiss on the officer's fingers.

Noticing Raoul, the lady immediately broke off her conversation and pushed the officer aside.

“Make your escape, Malicorne,” she urged. “I didn’t realize anyone was here. I’ll never forgive you if we’ve been seen or heard!”

Malicorne quickly slipped away. The young lady drew closer to Raoul, leaning over him with a bright smile.

“Monsieur is a gallant man,” she began, but paused with a sudden gasp. “Raoul!” she exclaimed, her face flushing.

“Mademoiselle de Montalais,” Raoul replied, his own face pale as death. He rose unsteadily, trying to navigate the slippery mosaic floor, but she was not fooled by his act of flight and sensed the deep, wordless reproach his grief held for her.

A vigilant woman will never pass up a chance to justify herself. Yet Raoul, halted by her in the middle of the gallery, seemed unwilling to yield without a struggle. He answered her in a tone so cold and awkward that, had anyone witnessed the scene, the entire court would have questioned Mademoiselle de Montalais's intentions.

“Ah, monsieur,” she said with disdain, “what you’re doing is beneath a gentleman. My heart urges me to speak with you, yet your almost uncivil reception embarrasses me. You are mistaken, monsieur; you confuse friends for foes. Farewell!”

Raoul had sworn never to speak of Louise again, nor to recognize anyone who might have seen her. He wanted to enter a new world, untouched by any trace of Louise.

However, after the sting to his pride and at the first glimpse of Montalais—the companion of Louise who brought back memories of the turret at Blois and the joys of youth—his resolve began to falter.

“Pardon me, mademoiselle; I did not intend to be uncivil.”

“Would you like to speak with me?” she asked, her smile recalling their early days. “Then let’s go somewhere else; we might be interrupted here.”

“Oh!” he replied.

She glanced at the clock, hesitated, then decided, “In my apartment, we’ll have an hour to ourselves.”

Graceful as a fairy, she darted off to her room, with Raoul following. Once inside, she closed the door and handed her mantle to her *cameriste*.

“You were looking for M. de Guiche, were you not?” she asked Raoul.

“Yes, mademoiselle,” he replied.

“I’ll go and have him come up after I’ve spoken with you.”

“Thank you, mademoiselle.”

“Are you angry with me?”

Raoul met her gaze, then lowered his eyes. “Yes,” he admitted.

“You think I had a hand in the plot that led to this...rupture, don’t you?”

“Rupture!” he murmured, bitterness in his voice. “Oh, mademoiselle, there can be no rupture where there was never any real love.”

“You’re wrong,” Montalais replied. “Louise did love you.”

Raoul winced. “Not in the way you imagine. I know she cared for you, but you should have married her before you left for London.”

Raoul’s laugh was dark and bitter, making Montalais shudder.

“You speak so calmly, mademoiselle. Do people really marry for love? You must forget the king kept her as his mistress—the very woman we’re speaking about.”

“Listen,” the young woman said, taking Raoul’s hands in hers, “you’re mistaken in every way. A man your age should never leave

# Chapter XXIX: Planchet’s Inventory

While Raoul was at the Luxembourg, Athos headed to Planchet’s residence to inquire about D’Artagnan. When he arrived at the Rue des Lombards, he found the grocer’s shop in disorder. It was not from brisk trade or new deliveries. Planchet was not perched, as usual, on sacks and barrels. Instead, a young man with a pen, another with an account book, and a third who was counting and weighing items were all busy at work, taking inventory. Athos, unfamiliar with such business matters, felt somewhat out of place amid the bustle and authority of those around him. He noticed several customers being turned away, and wondered whether, as someone who wished to buy nothing, he might be seen as a nuisance. Still, mustering his courage, he politely asked if he could speak to M. Planchet.

The answer, a bit dismissive, was that M. Planchet was packing his trunks. This surprised Athos. “What? His trunks?” he exclaimed. “Is M. Planchet leaving?”  
“Yes, monsieur, right away.”  
“Then, if you would, please tell him that M.  
Le Comte de la Fère wishes to speak with him for a moment.”  

At the mention of the comte’s name, one of the young men—who clearly knew its importance—hurried off to alert Planchet. Just then, Raoul arrived at the grocer’s, still shaken after his encounter with Montalais and De Guiche. As soon as he received the comte’s message, Planchet set down his work.

“Ah! Monsieur le Comte!” he exclaimed, beaming. “What a pleasure to see you! What brings you here?”  
“My dear Planchet,” Athos replied, taking his son’s hand and observing the sorrow on his face. “We wanted to check in on you. But what a state you’re in!”  
“You’re as pale as a miller; what have you been up to?”  
“Ah, *diable!* Careful, monsieur; don’t come too close until I’ve brushed off this dust.”  
“What’s the harm? Flour or dust is all that makes one white.”  
“No, no; what you see on my arms is arsenic.”  
“Arsenic?”  
“Yes, I’m taking precautions against rats.”  
“Ah, I suppose a place like this has plenty of them.”  
“They’ve already taken more from me here than they ever will again, monsieur le comte.”  
“How’s that?”  
“Well, as you see, the inventory is going on.”  
“Are you leaving the business, then?”  
“Eh! *mon Dieu!* Yes. I’ve sold my shop to one of my young men.”  
“Bah! Then you must be wealthy now?”  
“Monsieur, I’ve had enough of the city; I don’t know if it’s my age, or if M.  
One day, d’Artagnan told me, ‘As we grow older, we often remember our adventures of youth. Lately, though, I feel drawn to the countryside and gardening. I was a countryman once.’ I replied with a rather haughty laugh, a strange thing for someone who claims to be humble. Athos nodded in approval before asking, “So, are you going to buy an estate?”  
“I already have, monsieur.”  
“Wonderful.”  
“A quaint little house at Fontainebleau, with about twenty acres.”  
“Very well, Planchet! Congratulations on your purchase.”  
“But monsieur, we’re not comfortable here; this cursed dust makes you cough. *Corbleu!* I don’t want to poison the most honorable gentleman in the kingdom.”

Athos did not smile at this jest, even as Planchet tried to match him at light humor.  
“Yes,” Athos answered, “let’s speak privately—perhaps in your room? You do have a room, don’t you?”  
“Certainly, monsieur le comte.”  
“Is it upstairs?” Athos asked, noticing Planchet’s slight embarrassment. Hoping to ease it, he led the way. “It is, but—” Planchet hesitated. Athos misunderstood the pause, thinking it was merely concern about modest hospitality. “No matter, no matter,” he reassured, climbing the stairs. “No tradesman’s house here is expected to look like a palace. Come along.”

Raoul hurried up first and opened the door. Three cries rang out at once. One, louder than the others, came from a woman. Another, a gasp of surprise, came from Raoul, who immediately shut the door. The last, full of fright, came from Planchet: “I beg your pardon! Madame is dressing.”

Raoul saw the truth in Planchet’s words and started down the stairs.  
“Madame—” Athos began.  
“Oh! Pardon me, Planchet, I didn’t know you had someone upstairs—”  
“It’s Truchen,” Planchet clarified, blushing a little.  
“Well, whoever it is, my good Planchet, my apologies.”  
“No, please, gentlemen, go up now.”  
“We will do no such thing,” Athos replied. “Oh! By now, Madame must have had time—”  
“No, Planchet; farewell!”  
“Eh, gentlemen! You don’t want to put me out by standing on the stairs or leaving without sitting down!”  
“If we’d known you had a lady upstairs,” Athos said, keeping his usual composure, “we would have asked permission to pay our respects.”

Planchet, taken aback, opened the door himself for the comte and his son.

Truchen was elegantly dressed in a shopkeeper’s wife’s style—rich yet playful, her German eyes mischievous among the French. After a couple of polite curtsies, she headed to the shop, but not before pausing at the door to listen for the gentlemen’s comments. Athos, realizing her intent, skillfully changed the subject. Meanwhile, Planchet was eager to share his joy, but Athos deftly avoided the topic. Yet some urges are impossible to resist, and Planchet could not hold back; Athos reluctantly listened as Planchet recounted his happiness in a language more elegant than Longus. Planchet explained how Truchen had cheered his later years and brought him prosperity, much as Ruth did for Boaz.

“You only need an heir now,” Athos said.  
“If I had one, he would inherit three hundred thousand livres,” Planchet replied.  
“Then you must have one, to ensure your fortune isn’t lost.” Athos’s tone was calm.

This phrase, *little fortune*, reminded Planchet of his origins, just as the sergeant’s voice did when he was a *piqueur* in the Piedmont regiment, where Rochefort had placed him. Athos realized the grocer meant to marry Truchen, and, against the odds, start a family—especially upon learning that the young man buying Planchet’s shop was Truchen’s cousin. After learning all he needed about Planchet’s new future, Athos asked, “What about M.  
“d’Artagnan? What about him?” “He’s not at the Louvre.”  
“Ah, monsieur le comte, Monsieur d’Artagnan has disappeared.”  
“Disappeared?” Athos repeated, surprised. “Oh, monsieur, we know what that means.”  
“But I don’t.”  
“Whenever M. d’Artagnan vanishes, you can be sure there’s an important mission.”  
“Did he say anything to you about it?”  
“Never.”  
“You knew of his trip to England last time, didn’t you?”  
“Because of the speculation,” Planchet blurted out. “Speculation!”  
“I mean—” Planchet stammered, embarrassed.  
“Well, well—neither your affairs nor your master’s are what concern us. It’s only our interest in him that made me ask. Since the captain of the musketeers is gone and you don’t know where he is, we’ll be going. *Au revoir*, Planchet, *au revoir*. Let’s go, Raoul.”  
“Monsieur le comte, I wish I could help—”  
“Oh, no need; I can’t blame a servant for being discreet.”

The word “servant” stung Planchet, the *demi-millionnaire*, but his natural good nature quickly won over his pride.  
“There’s nothing wrong in telling you, monsieur le comte, that M. d’Artagnan—”  
“He was here the other day—”  
“Aha?”  
“And he spent several hours poring over a map.”  
“Indeed, my friend; but let’s not say more.”  
“The map itself is proof,” Planchet said, fetching it from where it hung twisted into a triangle, tied to the window bar. He presented the chart d’Artagnan had consulted: a detailed map of France, its route traced with pins. Where a pin was missing, the hole still showed.

Athos followed the pins and holes with his eyes, seeing that D’Artagnan had gone south, toward the Mediterranean, to Toulon. The trail and marks ended near Cannes. Athos pondered what D’Artagnan could be doing in Cannes, questioning why he would explore the Var’s banks—but found no answer. Even his sharp instincts failed him. Raoul’s efforts were no better than his father’s. "Never mind," Raoul said, as the comte silently pointed out the musketeer’s route. "Perhaps Providence is arranging things to bring us together with M. d’Artagnan. There he is, near Cannes, and you, monsieur, will at least accompany me as far as Toulon. I promise, we are more likely to meet him on the road than by staring at this map."

After bidding farewell to Planchet, who now scolded his shop assistants—including Truchen’s cousin, his replacement—the gentlemen went on to visit M. Beaufort. Leaving the grocer’s, they saw a coach ready to be filled with Mademoiselle Truchen and Planchet’s wealth. “Everyone seeks happiness on their own path,” Raoul said, his voice somber. “To Fontainebleau!” Planchet called to his coachman.

# Chapter XXX: The Inventory of M. De Beaufort

Speaking about D’Artagnan with Planchet and watching him leave Paris for the countryside felt like a farewell, for both Athos and his son—a goodbye to the busy city and the old days. What, after all, were these men leaving behind? One had known glory in times past; the other was living through hardship now. Plainly, neither expected anything from the present. All that remained was to visit M. de Beaufort and discuss their upcoming journey.

The duke lived grandly in Paris, in a magnificent building suitable for his great wealth—just like the palaces recalled by old gentlemen from the extravagant days of Henry III. At that time, many noblemen were richer than the king. They were well aware of their power and took pleasure in showing up his majesty when they could. This proud aristocracy was the group Richelieu forced to serve the king—with their lives, their fortunes, and their sense of duty. From Louis XI, who broke the power of the great, to Richelieu, how many families were raised up! How many bent their necks from Richelieu to Louis XIV, never to recover. But M. de Beaufort was born a prince, of a family that rarely met its end on the scaffold—unless the people willed it. He lived magnificently, though no one knew the true source of his wealth—perhaps not even he did. In those days, the sons of kings enjoyed many privileges, and creditors were always eager to trust them, hoping for repayment out of respect or expectation.

Athos and Raoul found the duke's house as much in turmoil as Planchet’s. The duke himself was taking inventory—distributing his valuables among friends. Deep in debt—nearly two million livres, a fortune—M. de Beaufort saw that he could not depart for Africa without raising significant cash. So, he parted with his creditors' plates, arms, jewels, and furniture, all worth much more than what they brought in.

After all, how could a man owed ten thousand livres refuse a gift valued at six thousand, especially if it once belonged to a descendant of Henry IV? And once he accepted that, how could he possibly refuse the duke another ten thousand? Thus, things stood. The duke now had no home; as an admiral, his ship would be his house. He had no use for extra arms, already surrounded by his cannons, nor for jewels that might sink to the bottom of the sea. But he had three or four hundred thousand crowns in his strongboxes.

All through the house there was a rush of people who believed they were looting the duke. He had the art of making even his unhappiest creditors happy. Every worried face, every empty purse found in him a model of patience and kindness. “If only I had what you have, I’d give it to you,” he would say to some. Or, “Here’s a silver pitcher worth five hundred livres—take it.” In the end, courtesy became a currency, and the prince was always able to find new creditors.

This time, he dispensed with all ceremony; it was a general pillage. He gave up everything. The old Eastern tale of the poor Arab who, after a palace raid, managed to leave only with a kettle hiding a small bag of gold—passing through the crowd unnoticed—had become real in the prince’s mansion. Numerous suppliers helped themselves to his assets. The provisioning department, which pillaged the wardrobes and stables, cared little for the things that tailors and saddlers treasured. Hoping to bring home gifts from monseigneur, many left carrying jars and bottles emblazoned with the prince’s coat of arms.

M. de Beaufort ultimately gave away his horses and all the hay from his lofts. He made dozens happy with kitchenware and cellars full. Most remarkable, everyone left thinking the duke was preparing for new riches beneath the tents of the Arabs. As they picked through the mansion, rumors spread that he was going to Gigelli, sent by the king to recover his fortune; that the treasures of Africa would be split between the admiral and the king of France—including mines of diamonds and other fantastic gems. The gold and silver mines of Mount Atlas were not even worth mentioning.

Besides the riches to be unearthed—though not before the campaign—there was all the treasure the army would seize. M. de Beaufort would take all the loot that pirates had stolen from Christendom since the battle of Lepanto. The number of millions was past imagining. Why should a man, on his way to secure such treasures, value the trivial possessions of his former life? And in turn, why should anyone else spare them, seeing how little he cared for them?

So matters stood. Athos, with a practiced eye, took in the whole scene at a glance. He found the admiral in high spirits, having just finished a feast for fifty guests who toasted the success of the expedition. The remains were handed over to the servants while the plates were left for onlookers. The prince was intoxicated not just by the wine, but by the burden of coming ruin and the pleasure of popularity. Toasting future victories, he noticed Athos and Raoul: “Here comes my aide-de-camp!”

“Come here, Comte; come, Vicomte.”  
Athos maneuvered through piles of linen and silver.  
“Just step over it!” urged the duke, offering Athos a full glass; Athos drank it, while Raoul barely wetted his lips.  
“Here is your commission,” the prince told Raoul. “I was expecting you.”  
"You’ll travel ahead of me to Antibes."  
"Yes, monseigneur."  
"Here is the order." De Beaufort handed him a document. "Have you been to sea before?"  
"Yes, monseigneur; I’ve sailed with M. le Prince."  
"Good. All the barges and lighters must be ready to escort and carry my supplies. The army must be ready to board in two weeks, at the latest."  
"It will be done, monseigneur."  
"This order authorizes you to visit and search all the islands along the coast. There, you'll enroll and levy the men I need."  
"Yes, monsieur le duc."  
"You’ll have a lot to do, and I expect you to work hard. You’ll need lots of money."  
"I hope not, monseigneur."  
"But I am sure you will. My intendant has arranged for a thousand livres from the cities of the south; he will provide you with a hundred of them."  
“Now, my dear Vicomte, off with you.”

Athos stepped in.  
“Keep your money, Monseigneur; to fight the Arabs takes both gold and lead.”  
“I intend to do the opposite,” said the duke. “You know me—plenty of thunder, plenty of fire, and if it goes badly, I’ll disappear in the smoke.”  

With this,

# Chapter XXXII: Captive and Jailers

As they entered the fort, the governor busied himself with preparations for his guests' arrival. “Come,” Athos said, “let’s take a moment to talk while we’re alone.”

“It’s quite simple,” the musketeer replied. “I’ve brought a prisoner here, one the king ordered to remain hidden. You arrived, and he managed to throw something to you through his window’s bars. I was dining with the governor when I saw this happen—I witnessed him throw the object and watched Raoul pick it up. It was easy enough to figure out.”

“I realized as much, and thought you were in league with my prisoner. And then—”

“And then—you gave the order to shoot at us.”

“*Ma foi!* I admit it. I was the first to seize a musket, but lucky for you, I was the last to take aim.”

“If you had killed me, D’Artagnan, I would have died in service of the royal house of France, and by your hand—a privilege, for you’re its most loyal and noble defender.”

“What on earth, Athos, do you mean by the royal house?” D’Artagnan blurted out. “You, of all people—a wise and well-informed man—surely you don’t believe the nonsense written by some crackpot?”

“I do believe it.”

“Then it’s even worse, my dear chevalier! You’ve been ordered to destroy anyone who does,” Raoul interjected.

“That’s because,” the captain of the musketeers replied, “any slander, no matter how absurd, has a real chance of becoming popular.”

“No, D’Artagnan,” Athos answered firmly, “it’s because the king wants to avoid the shame, should his family’s secret ever become public—shame for having had the son of Louis XIII executed.”

“Athos, don’t speak such foolishness. You’ll have me thinking you’ve lost your mind. Besides, explain to me how Louis XIII could’ve had a son hidden on Sainte-Marguerite.”

“A son whom you transported here, masked, in a fishing boat,” Athos said flatly.

“Why not?”

D’Artagnan hesitated. “Oh!” he exclaimed. “How do you know that a fishing boat—?”

“The boat that took you to Sainte-Marguerite with the carriage for the prisoner—the one you called ‘monseigneur.’ I know all about it,” the comte said.

D’Artagnan bit his mustache in irritation. “Even if I did bring a masked prisoner here by boat and carriage, that doesn’t prove he’s a prince—a prince of the house of France.”

“Pose such riddles to Aramis,” Athos replied coldly.

“Aramis?” the musketeer cried, clearly startled. “Have you seen Aramis?”

“Yes,” Athos replied, “after his disgrace at Vaux. I saw Aramis—the fugitive, hunted, desperate, and ruined. He confided enough in me to make me believe the laments this poor young prince scratched onto that plate.”

D’Artagnan lowered his head, overtaken by confusion. “So this is how God turns man’s so-called wisdom to folly! What a secret, locked away and yet known by twelve or fifteen people! Athos, cursed be the fate that dragged you into this business! Because now—”

“Well?” Athos cut in, his tone steady. “Is your secret lost simply because I know it?”

“Search your memory, my friend. Have I not carried secrets far heavier than this one?”

“You’ve never carried one so dangerous,” D’Artagnan replied, sorrow creeping into his tone. “I can’t shake the feeling that anyone entangled in this secret is doomed to die, and badly.”

“Let God’s will be done,” Athos replied. “But here comes your governor.”

Quickly, D’Artagnan and his friends resumed their roles. The governor, both suspicious and stern, treated D’Artagnan with a politeness that bordered on servility, and he offered the travelers hospitality—though always with a guarded eye. Athos and Raoul noticed his frequent attempts to catch them off-guard, but they never gave him the slightest advantage.

What D’Artagnan had implied seemed likely, even if the governor had his doubts. The group rose from the table to rest.

“What is that man’s name? I don’t trust his appearance,” Athos whispered to D’Artagnan in Spanish.

“De Saint-Mars,” the captain replied.

“Ah! Then I suppose he’s the prince’s jailer?”

“How can I know? I might end up trapped at Sainte-Marguerite for good.”

“Oh, not you!”

“My friend, I feel like someone who’s found a treasure in the desert. He’d love to keep it, but can’t take it; he wants to leave it, but doesn’t dare. The king wouldn’t dare recall me, since no one else serves him as loyally as I do. He misses my absence, knowing nobody could replace me. Still, whatever happens, it will be as God wills.”

“But,” Raoul ventured, “the uncertainty of your position suggests it’s only temporary, and you’ll soon return to Paris?”

“Ask these gentlemen,” the governor interjected, “what brings them to Saint-Marguerite.”

“They wished to visit the Benedictine convent at Sainte-Honnorat, rumored to be exceptional, and heard the shooting on the island is excellent.”

“They’re welcome to enjoy it, as are you,” replied Saint-Mars.

D’Artagnan expressed polite thanks. “And when are they leaving?” the governor asked.

“Tomorrow,” D’Artagnan replied.

M. de Saint-Mars then left to make his rounds, and D’Artagnan was alone with the supposed Spaniards.

“Oh!” the musketeer exclaimed, “this life and company do not appeal to me one bit.”

"I command this man, but he bores me. *Mordioux!* Come, let’s try shooting a few rabbits; the walk will do us good in this little park—the whole island is just a league and a half long by a league wide. Perhaps we can amuse ourselves.”

“As you wish, D’Artagnan, but I hope we can talk freely as well.”

D’Artagnan motioned to a soldier, who brought guns for the gentlemen before returning to the fort.

“Now,” the musketeer asked, “what exactly did that gloomy Saint-Mars want to know? Why are you here in the Lerin Isles?”

“To say goodbye to you.”

“Goodbye? What do you mean? Is Raoul leaving?”

“Yes.”

“I bet it’s with M. de Beaufort.”
“With M. de Beaufort, in fact, dear friend. You always guess right.”

“It’s simply habit.”

As the friends spoke, Raoul sat on a mossy rock, head lowered, heart heavy. With his gun over his knees, he gazed at the sea and sky, lost in his thoughts. He allowed the other shooters to wander off without him. D’Artagnan soon noticed his absence.

“He hasn’t recovered from his hurt?” he asked Athos. “He seems completely crushed.”

“Oh!

"Your fears are perhaps exaggerated. Raoul has a resilient spirit. Around hearts as noble as his, a second layer forms—a protective shield. The first may bleed, but the second endures."

"No," Athos replied gravely, "Raoul will be destroyed by this."

"Mordioux!" D'Artagnan muttered, deeply troubled. He was quiet for some time, then asked, "Why do you let him go?"

"Because he insists upon it."

"And why won’t you go with him?"

"Because I cannot bear to watch him die."

D'Artagnan studied his friend carefully, searching his face for understanding.

“You know one thing,” the comte continued, leaning on the captain’s arm. “Through all my life, I’ve feared very little. Yet now I can’t shake a relentless, crushing dread that a day will come when I’ll have to hold that boy’s dead body in my arms.”

“Oh!” D’Artagnan murmured, sincere concern in his tone.

“I know he’ll die; I am certain of it. But I cannot bear to witness his death.”

“Athos, how can you speak like this? You stand before the bravest man you’ve ever known—your own D’Artagnan, who you yourself once called peerless—and you tell him, arms folded, that you are afraid to see your son die? You who have faced every imaginable risk! Why, Athos? A man must prepare for the unexpected and confront fate head-on.”

“Listen, my friend.
Having spent myself in this world you mention, I cling to just two things: first, life, friendship, and my duty as a father; second, eternity, love, and reverence for God. I feel this so deeply: if God were to ordain that my friend or my son die in my presence—oh! It’s indescribable, D’Artagnan!”

“Please, tell me!”

“I can accept anything but the death of those I love. For that, there is no antidote. The one who dies finds peace; the survivor loses everything. That’s it—knowing I’ll never again see on this earth the one I now cherish; knowing there’ll be no more D’Artagnan, no more Raoul, oh!”

“I am old now. I no longer have the strength to endure it. I pray God to spare me, seeing my weakness. But if He were to strike so directly and cruelly, I would curse Him. A Christian gentleman should never curse his God, D’Artagnan; it was bad enough to have cursed a king, even once!”

“Humph!” D’Artagnan sighed, feeling a bit overwhelmed by his friend’s grief. “Let me speak with him, Athos. Who knows what good it might do?”

“Go ahead, if you wish, but I doubt you’ll succeed.”

“I won’t try to console him. I’ll serve him.”

“You will?”

“Absolutely. Do you think this is the first time a woman has regretted being unfaithful?”

“I will go to him, trust me.”

Athos shook his head and continued his solitary walk. D’Artagnan, slipping through the brambles, found Raoul and offered his hand.

“Well, Raoul! Do you have something to ask me?”

“I do have a favor,” Bragelonne replied.

“Ask, then.”

“You’ll go back to France eventually, won’t you?”

“I hope so.”

“Should I write to Mademoiselle de la Vallière?”

“No, you mustn’t.”

“But I have so much to say to her.”

“Go and tell her, then.”

“Never!”

“What can a letter offer that your words can’t?”

“Perhaps you’re right.”

“She loves the king,” D’Artagnan said bluntly. “And she’s a good person.” Raoul winced. “And as for you—she may leave you, but perhaps she loves you even more than she loves the king, just differently.”

“D’Artagnan, do you really think she loves the king?”

“To the point of worship. Her heart is closed to anything else.”

“You could stay nearby, continue as her friend.”

“Ah!” Raoul cried, recoiling from the idea. “Would you really do that?”

“It would be dishonorable.”

“That’s a strange word, almost childish. Listen, Raoul—it is never dishonorable to obey a power greater than yourself. If your heart tells you, ‘Go there, or perish,’ then go, Raoul. Was it dishonor or courage for the woman you loved to pick the king over you—simply because her heart commanded it? No, she was braver than most.”

“Do as she did. Listen to yourself. I am certain of one thing, Raoul.”

“What’s that?”

“If you watched her closely, with a jealous eye—”

“Well?”

“Well! You’d stop loving her.”

“Then I have decided, dear D’Artagnan.”

“You’re going to see her again?”

“No; I am leaving so that I never see her again. I want to love her forever.”

“Ha! I must admit,” the musketeer said, “that’s not the conclusion I expected.”

“It’s what I want, my friend.”

"You will see her again and when you do, I ask you to give her a letter. If you think it’s right, it will explain to her—and to you—what I’m feeling. Please, read it; I wrote it last night. I had a sense I would see you today." He handed the letter to D’Artagnan, who read it:

> “MADEMOISELLE,—You are not at fault in my eyes for not loving me. Your only wrong was to let me believe you did. That misunderstanding may well cost me my life. I forgive you, but I cannot forgive myself.”
>
> They say happy lovers ignore the pain of those who are rejected. But you, who never truly loved me, will not be so indifferent. I believe if I’d tried to turn our friendship into love, you might have eventually given in—not from love, but from fear of causing my death or of losing my esteem for you.
>
> There is a strange comfort in knowing that if I die, you are free and happy. Imagine how much more you will cherish me when you no longer fear my presence or my reproaches. You will love me, for even if your new love seems perfect, God has not made me less worthy than the man you chose. My devotion, my sacrifice, my dying pain will give me a kind of superiority in your eyes the other cannot have.
>
> I have lost all the treasure of my heart through my innocence. Many told me you loved me—and I was so hopeful about your feelings. This thought soothes my bitterness and turns my resentment inward. Please accept my final farewell and bless me as I seek the safe place where hate fades and love remains forever. Farewell, mademoiselle. If your happiness required my last drop of blood, I would gladly shed it.

"I gladly trade my suffering for this!" Raoul declared, "RAOUL, VICOMTE DE BRAGELONNE."

“It’s a touching letter,” the captain said. “But I have one criticism.”

“Tell me!” Raoul urged. “What is it?”

“It says everything—except for the poison in your eyes and heart; the hopeless love still burning in you.”

Raoul went pale but kept silent.

“Why not simply write:  
‘MADEMOISELLE,—Instead of cursing you, I love you, and I am dying.’”

“That’s true,” Raoul answered, with a shadowy satisfaction. Then, suddenly resolute, he tore up the previous letter and wrote instead on a blank page:

> “To earn the happiness of once more telling you I love you, I commit the baseness of writing to you; and to punish myself for that baseness, I die.”

He signed it.

“You’ll give her these tablets, Captain, will you?”

“When?” the captain asked.

“On the day,” Bragelonne said, pointing to the last line, “on the day you can write a date beneath those words.”

With that, he sped off to catch up to Athos, who was slowly returning. As they came back into the fort, the Mediterranean sea surged with wild, tempestuous energy; the mood of the waters turned to storm. Something indistinct, tossed violently by the waves, appeared near the shore.

“What is that?” Athos asked. “A wrecked boat?”

“No, it’s not a boat,” D’Artagnan replied.

“Excuse me,” Raoul broke in, “there’s a ship quickly making for the port.”

“Yes, there’s a bark in the cove, wisely seeking shelter,” D’Artagnan agreed. “But what Athos is pointing to on the sand—no, that’s not a boat. It’s run aground.”

“Yes, yes, I see it now.”

“That’s the carriage I threw into the sea after landing the prisoner.”

“Well!” Athos said. “If you take my advice, D’Artagnan, burn that carriage so no trace remains. Otherwise, the fishermen of Antibes, who fear they’ve met the devil, will try to prove your prisoner was just a man.”

“Wise advice, Athos, and I’ll see to it tonight. Or rather, I will deal with it myself. But let’s hurry inside—the rain is pounding and the lightning is fierce.”

Crossing the ramparts to a gallery for which D’Artagnan held the key, they spotted M. de Saint-Mars heading to the prisoner’s chamber. At D’Artagnan’s signal, they slipped quietly into a shadowy corner along the stairs.

“What’s going on?” Athos asked.

“Just watch. See—the prisoner’s returning from chapel.”

Lit now and then by flashes of red lightning playing on the violet fog swirling above, a figure moved solemnly six paces behind the governor. The man wore black, his face hidden by a polished steel visor joined to a helmet, covering his head completely.

The lightning’s glare cast red glints on the polished metal—flashes moving so wildly that they looked less like warnings from heaven and more like angry stares from the unlucky prisoner. In the middle of the gallery, he paused a moment, gazed out at the endless horizon, took in the sulfurous air of the storm, the hot rain, and let out a sigh like a stifled moan.

“Come along, monsieur,” Saint-Mars insisted sharply, visibly anxious as he watched the man gaze yearningly past the fort’s walls. “Monsieur, let’s move along!”

“Say 'monseigneur!'” Athos called from their shadowy spot, his voice so commanding that it rattled the governor. Athos was determined to show respect for fallen royalty.

The prisoner turned.

“Who spoke?” Saint-Mars demanded.

“It was I,” D’Artagnan announced, stepping forward. “You know the order.”

“Don’t call me monsieur or monseigneur,” the prisoner said, his voice cutting through the air and piercing Raoul’s soul. “Call me ACCURSED!” He moved on, and the iron door groaned shut behind him.

“There goes a truly wretched man,” the musketeer murmured softly, motioning to Raoul toward the chamber where the prince was kept.

# Chapter XXXIII: Promises

Scarcely had D’Artagnan re-entered his apartment with his two friends when a soldier from the fort arrived to inform him that the governor was requesting his presence. The ship Raoul had spotted at sea, eager to reach the port, had arrived at Sainte-Marguerite bearing an urgent dispatch for the captain of the musketeers. Upon opening it, D’Artagnan recognized the king's handwriting: “I trust,” wrote Louis XIV, “that you have completed my orders, Monsieur D’Artagnan. Return to Paris immediately and meet me at the Louvre.”

“That marks the end of my exile!” exclaimed the musketeer, his voice full of joy. “God be praised, I am no longer a jailer!” He handed the letter to Athos.

“So, you must leave us?” Athos replied, his tone colored with sadness.

“Yes, but we will meet again, my dear friend. Raoul is old enough now to accompany M. de Beaufort, and he will prefer to have his father return with M.

d’Artagnan was forced to travel two hundred leagues alone to return home to La Fère. “Will you not come with me, Raoul?”

“Of course,” Raoul stammered, his face showing tender regret.

“No, no, my friend,” Athos insisted firmly. “I will not leave Raoul until the day his ship vanishes into the horizon. As long as he remains in France, he will not be separated from me.”

“As you wish, old friend; but at least let us leave Sainte-Marguerite together. We can take the boat that will bring me back to Antibes.”

“With all my heart; we cannot leave this fort and the dreadful scene we just witnessed soon enough.”

The three friends left the small island after paying their respects to the governor. As the last flashes of the retreating storm lit up the sky, they said farewell to the fort's white walls. That same night, d’Artagnan parted from his friends after witnessing the fire set to the carriage on the shore by Saint-Mars’s orders, following the captain's advice. Before mounting his horse and leaving Athos’s embrace, he said, “My friends, you two resemble soldiers deserting their post. I sense that Raoul will need your support in his new rank.”

"May I ask your permission to join the African campaign with a hundred good muskets? The king will surely allow it, and I would take you with me."

“Monsieur d’Artagnan,” Raoul replied, gripping his hand with sincere emotion, “thank you for that generous offer, which would give us more than we could desire, for either myself or Monsieur le Comte. I, being young, crave the discipline of thought and bodily exertion; Monsieur le Comte, on the other hand, seeks the deepest rest. You are his closest friend, and I trust him to your care. By watching over him, you hold both our fates in your hands.”

“I must go; my horse is impatient,” D’Artagnan said, his thoughts shifting rapidly, a clear sign of his emotional agitation.

“Come, Comte, how many more days does Raoul have left here?”

“Three days at most.”

“And how long will it take you to return home?”

“Oh, quite a while,” Athos replied. “I’m not eager to be separated from Raoul before it's necessary. Time will pass quickly enough on its own without me speeding it along by traveling far. I plan to travel in half-stages.”

“And why is that, my friend? There’s nothing more tedious than traveling slowly, and the life of

# Chapter XXXIV: Among Women

D’Artagnan had not managed to hide his feelings from his friends as much as he wanted. The stoic soldier, the usually unflappable man-at-arms, had briefly given in to human weakness, overwhelmed by fear and troubling premonitions. Once he quieted his heart and calmed the turmoil within, he turned to his quiet servant, Rabaud, who was always attentive and ready to obey at a word.

“Rabaud,” he said, “we need to cover thirty leagues a day.”  
“At your command, Captain,” Rabaud replied.

From then on, D’Artagnan matched his pace to his horse, moving with the ease of a centaur, and let his thoughts wander—meaning, of course, to everything and nothing at once.

He wondered why the king had summoned him and why the Iron Mask had hurled the silver plate at Raoul's feet. As for the king’s summons, he did not delude himself; he understood that the king’s call was driven by necessity. He also knew that Louis XIV must have a pressing desire for a private conversation with someone who possessed a secret that placed him on the same level as the most powerful in the kingdom. However, when it came to determining the king’s exact wishes, D’Artagnan was at a loss. The musketeer did not doubt the cause that forced the unfortunate Philippe to reveal his true identity and lineage.

Philippe, forever imprisoned beneath a mask of iron, found himself exiled to a land where the men seemed little more than slaves to the elements. Bereft of D’Artagnan’s companionship, who had once shown him honors and kindness, Philippe could see only hateful shapes in this bleak world. As despair began to swallow him, he voiced his complaints, hoping his revelations might summon an avenger.

The musketeer's near-fatal confrontation with his two closest friends, the strange twist of fate that pulled Athos into the center of a great state secret, Raoul's farewell, and the ominous future threatening a sorrowful end—all of this left D’Artagnan mired in gloomy predictions that his former speed could no longer shake off.

His thoughts strayed to the exiled Porthos and Aramis. He imagined them fugitives, hunted and ruined—once builders of fortunes now lost. As the king summoned his executioner in moments of vengeance and malice, D’Artagnan trembled at the thought of receiving a commission that would pierce his soul.

Sometimes, as he climbed hills and his tired horse labored, breathing hard through flared nostrils, the captain found time to ponder Aramis's remarkable mind—a genius for intrigue rarely seen since the Fronde and civil war. Soldier, priest, diplomat; gallant, ambitious, cunning—Aramis never enjoyed life's pleasures except as steps to even greater ambitions.

Generous in spirit, if not in heart, he excelled only to shine all the brighter. Near the end of his career, as he was about to reach his goal, he stumbled like the patrician Fuscus, falling into oblivion. But Porthos—good, gentle Porthos! To think of him hungry, to imagine Mousqueton without his gold lace, perhaps even imprisoned; to see Pierrefonds and Bracieux in ruins, dishonored—these were deep sorrows for D’Artagnan. Whenever one of these pangs struck him, he reacted like a horse stung by a fly, bolting under the leafy trees for shade from the burning sun.

Never did a lively man succumb to boredom when his body was weary; nor did a sound body fail to find life light, so long as there was something to occupy the mind. D’Artagnan, riding swiftly and thinking constantly, finally dismounted in Paris, his muscles as fresh and agile as an athlete ready for the arena.

The king had not expected him so soon and had just departed on a hunt near Meudon. Rather than pursuing the king as he might have in earlier days, D’Artagnan removed his boots, bathed, and settled in to wait for His Majesty’s dusty and weary return. He spent the next five hours absorbing the house’s atmosphere and preparing himself for any unexpected news.

During this time, he learned that the king had been gloomy for a fortnight, the queen-mother was unwell and deeply troubled, and Monsieur, the king’s brother, was appearing devout. Meanwhile, Madame was suffering from nervous attacks, and M. de Guiche had retreated to one of his homes. He found that M. Colbert was radiant. M. Fouquet, on the other hand, sought new doctors daily, though none could cure him. His principal ailment was one that most physicians are powerless against—unless they're political doctors. D’Artagnan learned that though the king showed M. Fouquet great kindness, never letting him out of his sight, Fouquet, for all the royal favor—the sun that nourished the court—was withering like a great tree eaten by a worm.

D’Artagnan also learned that Mademoiselle de la Valliere had become essential to the king. During his hunting trips, if she wasn’t by his side, he would write to her constantly—not with verse, but worse: with long prose. According to the court’s wits, the *first king in the world* was often seen dismounting his horse *with unprecedented eagerness*, scribbling lofty words on the brim of his hat—words that M. de Saint-Aignan, his ever-dedicated aide-de-camp, would race to deliver to La Vallière, risking his horses in the process. Meanwhile, deer and pheasants enjoyed peace, hunted with such neglect that people joked the art of hunting was in decline at the French court. D’Artagnan, thinking of poor Raoul and the despairing letter for a woman who spent her days in hope, decided to use the king’s absence to speak to Mademoiselle de la Vallière.

This was easy to do; while the king was out, Louise was walking with other ladies in one of the Palais Royal galleries, right where the musketeers’ captain was to supervise his guards. D’Artagnan thought that if he could shift conversation to Raoul, Louise might give him the chance to write a hopeful letter to the troubled exile. Bringing hope—or even just comfort—to Raoul meant life and light for the two men most dear to D’Artagnan. With this idea, he made his way to the spot where he knew he would find Mademoiselle de la Vallière.

He found La Vallière at the center of the group. Though she appeared alone, the king’s favorite drew more deference than the queen herself. Madame had earlier enjoyed the king’s gaze, attracting others’ admiration; now La Vallière held all attentions.

Though D’Artagnan was no gallant courtier, he still attracted the politeness and attention of the ladies. His courtesy, an essential mark of a brave man, combined with his formidable reputation, won him both friendship from the men and admiration from the women. When he arrived, they flocked to him, as ladies of fashion tend to do, showering him with questions: “Where have you been? What kept you away so long?”

"Why haven’t we seen you ride by, making your fine horse perform so gracefully, delighting and astonishing the crowd under the king’s balcony?"

He replied that he had just returned from the land of oranges. This sent all the ladies into peals of laughter. Those were days when everyone traveled, but a journey of a hundred leagues still often ended in misfortune. “From the land of oranges?” exclaimed Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente. “From Spain?”  
“Eh! eh!” laughed the musketeer.  
“From Malta?” Montalais guessed, surprised. “*Ma foi!* You’re very close, ladies.”  
“Is it an island?” La Valliere asked. D’Artagnan answered, “Mademoiselle, let me save you the trouble of more guesses; I’m just back from where M. de Beaufort is setting sail for Algiers.”  
“Have you seen the army?” several ladies asked eagerly.  
“As clearly as I see you,” D’Artagnan replied.  
“And the fleet?”  
“Yes, I saw everything.”  
“Do any of us have friends there?” Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente asked slyly, making her question pointed.  
“Indeed,” replied D’Artagnan. “There were M. de la Guillotiere, M. de Manchy, and M. de Bragelonne—”

La Valliere turned pale. “M. de Bragelonne!” exclaimed the callous Athenais.  
“My! Is he off to war?”  
Montalais stepped on her foot, but it did no good. “Do you want to know what I think?” she pressed, turning to D’Artagnan.  
“No, Mademoiselle, but I’m sure you’ll tell me,” he said.  
“Well, I think all the men going to this war are desperate, unlucky in love, seeking out women with darker complexions in the hope of finding more kindness than they’ve received from fair ones.”

Some of the ladies laughed, while La Valliere looked clearly distressed. Montalais coughed loudly enough to wake the dead. “Mademoiselle,” D’Artagnan cut in, “you’re mistaken about the women of Gigelli. Their faces aren’t jet-black; it’s true, they’re not white—they’re yellow.”  
“Yellow!” gasped the fair ladies. “Oh, don’t diminish it!”  
"I’ve never seen a color better suited to black eyes and a coral mouth."  
"All the better for M. de Bragelonne," said Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente with persistent malice. "He’ll find consolation for his loss. Poor fellow!"

A heavy silence followed, giving D’Artagnan time to observe and reflect on the nature of women—gentle doves who can show a cruelty greater than tigers. But being the cause of La Vallière’s pallor wasn’t enough for Athenais; she meant to make her blush as well. She pressed on: "Do you realize, Louise, that you have a serious sin on your conscience?"  
"What sin, mademoiselle?" stammered the poor girl, looking for support but finding none.

“Eh!—why,” Athenais went on, “the poor young man was engaged to you; he loved you, and you dismissed him.”  
“Well, it’s any honest woman’s right,” replied Montalais coolly. “If we realize we can’t make a man happy, it’s far kinder to set him free.”  
“Set him free? Or refuse him? That’s all very well,” Athenais retorted, “but that’s not the real sin Mademoiselle de la Vallière bears. The real sin is sending poor Bragelonne to the war—a war where death is a real risk.” Louise pressed her hand to her icy forehead. “And if he dies,” Athenais continued, relentless, “then his blood is on your hands. That is the sin.”

Louise, feeling faint, clung to the arm of the captain of the musketeers, whose face showed unusual compassion.  
“You wished to speak to me, Monsieur d’Artagnan,” she managed, her voice shaking with emotion. “What is it?”

D’Artagnan walked a few steps down the gallery, leading Louise by the arm. Once far enough from the others, he spoke: “What I meant to say, mademoiselle, has just been said by Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente—admittedly very harshly and cruelly, but still fully and truly.”

She let out a soft cry, her heart pierced by this new pain. Like a wounded bird hiding to die, she turned away, leaving through one door as the king entered through another. His first glance went to his mistress’s empty seat. Seeing La Vallière missing, a frown darkened his brow. But as soon as he spotted D’Artagnan and received his bow, the king exclaimed, “Ah! Monsieur! You *have* been prompt!”

“I am very pleased with you.” This was the greatest mark of royal favor. Many would have gladly died for such praise from the king. The maids of honor and courtiers, forming a circle around the king when he entered, stepped back when they saw he wished to speak with his captain privately. The king led D’Artagnan out of the gallery, his gaze still searching for La Vallière, whose absence he could not understand.

Once they were out of earshot, the king turned to d’Artagnan. “Well! Monsieur d’Artagnan, what of the prisoner?”  
“He remains in his cell, sire.”  
“What did he say during the journey?”  
“Nothing, sire.”  
“And what did he do?”  
“There was a moment when the fisherman—who ferried me to Sainte-Marguerite—rebelled and tried to kill me.”  
“The— the prisoner defended me rather than try to escape.”

The king turned pale. “Enough!” he ordered, and D’Artagnan bowed. Louis paced his rooms quickly, agitated.  
“Were you at Antibes,” he asked, “when Monsieur de Beaufort arrived?”  
“No, sire; I was leaving just as Monsieur le Duc arrived.”  
“Ah!” This was followed by silence.  
“Who did you see there?”  
“A great many people,” D’Artagnan replied calmly. The king sensed his hesitation to reveal more.

“I called you, monsieur le capitaine, to ask you to prepare my lodgings at Nantes.”  
“At Nantes!” D’Artagnan exclaimed. “In Brittany?”  
“Yes, it is indeed in Brittany. Does Your Majesty mean to travel so far?”  
“The States are meeting there,” the king explained. “I have two matters to raise, and I will be there.”  
“When am I to leave?” asked the captain. “Tonight? Tomorrow? The day after?”  
“You might want to rest before you go.”  
“I have already rested, sire.”  
“Good. Then you may leave anytime between now and tomorrow night.”

D’Artagnan bowed to leave, but noticing the king’s discomfort, stepped forward.  
“Will Your Majesty,” he asked, “be taking the court along?”  
“Certainly.”  
“Then Your Majesty will need the musketeers?”  
The king’s gaze fell under the captain’s direct look.  
“Take a brigade,” Louis said. “Is that all? Do you need anything else?”  
“No—ah—yes.”  
“I’m listening, sire.”  
“At the castle of Nantes, which I hear is poorly arranged, have musketeers at the doors of each of the main dignitaries who come with me.”  
“At the doors of the main dignitaries?”  
“Yes.”  
“For instance, at M. de Lyonne’s door?”  
“Yes.”  
“And M. Letellier’s door?”  
“Yes.”  
“Of M. de Brienne?”  
“Yes.”  
“And the superintendent’s?”  
“Yes, absolutely.”  
“Very well, sire.”  
"By tomorrow, I will be on my way."  
"Oh, yes; and one last thing, Monsieur d'Artagnan. When you arrive in Nantes, you’ll meet M. le Duc de Gesvres, captain of the guards. Make sure your musketeers take their place before his arrive. The first to arrive takes precedence."  
"Yes, sire."  
"And if M. de Gesvres objects?"  
"Objects, sire!"  
“Could it be that M. de Gesvres would even consider objecting?” The musketeer turned briskly and strode away. “To Nantes!” he muttered as he went down the stairs. “Why didn’t the king have the courage to say, and then on to Belle-Isle?”

At the palace gates, one of M. Brienne’s clerks came hurriedly after him.  
“Monsieur d’Artagnan! I beg your pardon—”  
“What is it, Monsieur Ariste?”  
“The king told me to give you this order.”  
“Concerning your cash box?” D’Artagnan asked.  
“No, monsieur; it concerns M. Fouquet.”

D’Artagnan was surprised, but accepted the order, written in the king’s own hand, for two hundred pistoles.  
“What!” he thought, after thanking Brienne’s clerk. “So M. Fouquet is paying for the journey! *Mordioux!* That’s just the kind of thing Louis XI. would do."  
"Why not put the bill in Colbert’s hands? He would have paid with joy." D’Artagnan, faithful to his rule of never letting a sight draft go stale, went immediately to M. Fouquet’s home to collect his two hundred pistoles.

# Chapter XXXV: The Last Supper

Undoubtedly, the superintendent had received news of the forthcoming departure, for he was hosting a farewell dinner for his friends. Throughout the house, the flurry of servants carrying dishes and the bustle of the *registres* signaled preparations underway both in the offices and the kitchen. D’Artagnan, carrying his order, went to the offices, only to be told that it was too late for a cash payment—the chest was locked. He simply said, “On the king’s service.”

The clerk, surprised by the captain's serious expression, replied, “That is certainly a very weighty reason, but house protocol is important as well—so I must ask you to come back tomorrow.” D’Artagnan asked if he could see M. Fouquet. The clerk answered that M. The superintendent did not concern himself with such matters and rudely tried to slam the door in the captain’s face. But D’Artagnan, prepared, had already placed his boot between the door and the frame, keeping it from shutting. So the clerk found himself still facing his visitor. The situation made him reconsider his manners and, with some fear and a forced politeness, added, “If monsieur wishes to see M. le surintendant, he must go to the ante-chambers. These offices are not places where monseigneur comes.”

“Oh! Very good! Where are these?” D’Artagnan answered.  
“On the far side of the courtyard,” the clerk said, clearly glad to be rid of him. D’Artagnan crossed the courtyard and found himself in a throng of servants. “Monseigneur doesn’t see anyone at this hour,” said a man carrying a vermeil platter of three pheasants and twelve quails.  
“Tell him,” D’Artagnan said, holding onto the platter, “that I am M. d’Artagnan, captain of His Majesty’s musketeers.”

The servant gasped and rushed away, D’Artagnan following at a measured pace. He arrived just as M. Pelisson was hurrying from the dining room, looking pale. D’Artagnan smiled cheerfully. “No need for alarm, Monsieur Pelisson, it’s only a matter of collecting some funds.”  
“Ah!” sighed Pelisson, clearly relieved. He shook D’Artagnan’s hand and led him into the dining room. There, the superintendent’s friends surrounded him as he sat in the cushioned *fauteuil*. The Epicureans who had lately graced Vaux were gathered, honoring the mansion of wit and wealth in support of M. Fouquet. These steadfast friends had not abandoned their patron in misfortune. Despite threatening skies and trembling ground, they remained, smiling and cheerful, as resolute in misfortune as in happier years.

To Fouquet’s left sat Madame de Belliere; to his right, Madame Fouquet. Defying every convention and silencing all discussion, these two devoted women rallied to support him, their arms lending comfort in this time of

# Chapter XXXVI: In M. Colbert’s Carriage

As Gourville observed, the king’s musketeers were mounting their horses and following their captain. The captain, who preferred to act independently rather than be restricted by protocol, left his brigade in the care of a lieutenant and set off on post horses, urging his men to move with all possible speed. No matter how quickly they traveled, they would not arrive before him.

As he made his way along the Rue des Petits-Champs, he noticed something that gave rise to many thoughts and speculations. M. Colbert was leaving his house, preparing to get into the carriage waiting at his door.

Inside the carriage, D’Artagnan spotted the hoods of two women. His curiosity aroused, he was eager to discover the identities concealed beneath those veils. To get a better view, he urged his horse closer to the carriage, pressing it so firmly against the step that everything inside shook. The startled women’s reactions revealed them—one gave a slight shriek, showing she was young, while the other muttered a curse, displaying the confidence of age.

As their hoods fell back, D’Artagnan recognized Madame Vanel and the Duchesse de Chevreuse. He was quicker to identify them than they were to recognize him. As they laughed off their fright, grasping each other’s hands, he remarked, “Humph! The old duchess is just as open to friendships as ever. *She’s* visiting the mistress of M. Colbert! Poor M. Fouquet! Things are not looking good for you!”

He then continued on his way. M. Colbert entered his carriage, and the distinguished trio set off at an easy pace toward the woods of Vincennes.

Madame de Chevreuse dropped Madame Vanel at her husband’s house. Left alone with M. Colbert, she carried on their conversation as they traveled. The duchess was never short of subjects, and her fondness for gossiping about others—while cleverly promoting her own cause—kept Colbert entertained and inclined in her favor. She explained to Colbert, who, poor man, was blissfully unaware, the magnitude of his ministerial role and how Fouquet would soon be of little importance. She promised that, once he became surintendant, she would rally the whole of the old nobility to support him, and she probed what influence should be given to La Vallière.

She praised, reproached, and confused him. She revealed the secrets behind numerous intrigues, making Colbert feel, for a moment, as if he were dealing with the devil herself. She let him see that she could shape today’s Colbert just as she once did with Fouquet. When he simply asked why she hated the surintendant, she answered, “Why do you hate him yourself?”

“Madame,” he replied, “in politics, different systems cause division among men. M. Fouquet has always represented a system opposed to the true interests of the king.”

She interrupted. “I won’t speak any more of M. Fouquet.

Fouquet. The journey the king is about to make to Nantes will reveal everything about him. To me, M. Fouquet is already a man of the past—and he is for you, too.”

Colbert remained silent. “Once the king returns from Nantes,” continued the duchess, “he’ll be eager for an excuse to act, and he’ll find that the States have not done well—that they haven’t made enough sacrifices. The States will say the taxes are crushing and that the surintendant has ruined them.

“The king will put all the blame on M. Fouquet, and then—”

“And then?” Colbert asked. “Surely you think he’ll be disgraced?”

Colbert gave the duchess a quick look, a silent message: “If all that happens is M. Fouquet's disgrace, it won’t be your doing.”

“Your position, M. Colbert,” the duchess quickly responded, “must be an important one. Do you see anyone between you and the king now that Fouquet has fallen?”

“I don’t quite understand,” he said.

“You *will* understand. What are you really after?”

“I have no ambitions.”

“Then it was pointless to bring down the superintendent, Monsieur Colbert. All your effort for nothing.”

“I had the honor of telling you, madame—”

“Oh!

“Yes, I understand you care about the king’s interests—but I’d rather talk about your own.”

“My own? You mean His Majesty’s business.”

“To be clear, are you or are you not trying to ruin M. Fouquet? Please answer honestly.”

“Madame, I ruin no one.”

“Then why did you purchase the letters concerning M. Mazarin and M. Fouquet from me?”

“I also cannot understand why you presented those letters to the king,” remarked the duchess.

Colbert, taken aback, glanced at her with a trace of unease. “Madame,” he replied, “it’s even harder for me to see how you, after taking the money, can blame me for this.”

“That is,” the old duchess replied, “because we must desire what we will, unless obtaining it is impossible.”

“*Will!*” Colbert exclaimed, baffled by her blunt logic. “You can’t really mean that. Please, speak plainly.”

“I confess,” she allowed, “that I can't eliminate certain influences around the king.”

“Those in support of M. Fouquet? Who are they? Let me help you.”

“Please do, madame.”

“La Vallière?”

“Oh!

“She has very little influence, no knowledge of state business, and few resources. M. Fouquet has courted her."

"To defend him would mean to compromise herself, wouldn’t it?"

"I believe so."

"There's another influence to think about. What do you say?"

"Is it a strong one?"

"Possibly the queen mother?"

"Her Majesty, the queen mother, is unfortunately biased in favor of M. Fouquet, to her son’s detriment."

"Don’t be so sure," said the old duchess, smiling. "Oh!" Colbert replied, skepticism in his voice, "I saw it with my own eyes."

"In the past?"

"Quite recently, Madame, at Vaux. She prevented the king from arresting M. Fouquet."

“Fouquet has now been arrested.”

“People change their views, monsieur. What the queen wished for not long ago, she may now oppose.”

“And why not?” Colbert asked, surprised. “Oh! The reason is hardly important.”

“On the contrary, I think it matters a great deal. If I were sure I wouldn’t upset the queen-mother, I’d have no more hesitations.”

“Well then! Haven't you heard of a certain secret whispered about?”

“A secret?”

“Call it what you will. In short, the queen-mother has developed intense hatred for anyone involved, in any way, with revealing this secret, and M. Fouquet is among them.”

“Then,” said Colbert, “we can count on the queen-mother's support?”

“I just saw her majesty, and she assured me we can.”

“Very well, madame.”

“But there is another matter; do you know a close friend of M. Fouquet—a M. d’Herblay, who I believe is a bishop?”

“Bishop of Vannes.”

“Exactly! This M. d’Herblay, who knows the secret as well, is being sought with urgency by the queen-mother.”

“Is that so?”

“She is so determined to see him captured that, if he were dead, she’d want his head just to ensure he never spoke another word.”

“And that’s truly the queen-mother's wish?”

“She has already ordered it.”

“Then we’ll hunt down Monsieur d’Herblay, madame.”

“Oh, his whereabouts are no secret.”

Colbert turned to the duchess thoughtfully. “Then tell me, madame.”

“He is at Belle-Ile-en-Mer.”

“At M. Fouquet’s estate?”

“At M. Fouquet’s estate.”

“He will be found.”

Now it was the duchess’s turn to smile. “Don’t be so sure,” she replied. “Don’t make such easy promises.”

“Why not, madame?”

“Because M. d’Herblay isn’t someone who can be caught at will.”

“You consider him a rebel, then?”

“Oh, Monsieur Colbert, we have spent our lives making rebels, and yet see, instead of them being caught, we do the capturing.”

Colbert gave the old duchess a hard look, full of determination and some measure of dignity.

“Times have changed,” he said. “No longer do subjects win duchies by rebelling against the king of France. If M. d’Herblay plots, he will end up on the scaffold. Whether that pleases his enemies is of no concern to *us*.”

The use of *us*, unusual from Colbert, caused the duchess to hesitate. She measured her words carefully—Colbert had regained the upper hand in their conversation, and intended to keep it. “You’re asking me, madame,” he went on, “about having this M.

“d’Herblay arrested?”

“Me? I ask nothing of the sort!”

“I thought you were, madame. But if I misunderstood, we’ll let him be; the king hasn’t mentioned him.”

The duchess bit her nails anxiously. “Besides,” Colbert continued, “what a meager trophy! A bishop, as a prize for the king? No, no; I won’t spare him another thought.”

The duchess’s annoyance was obvious.

“Sport for a woman!” she exclaimed. “Isn’t the queen a woman? If she wants M. d’Herblay arrested, she must have her reasons. And isn’t M. d’Herblay a friend to the one who is destined to fall?”

“Oh!

“Never mind that,” Colbert answered. “This man will be spared, unless he’s an enemy of the king. Does that bother you?”

“I have nothing to say.”

“Ah, but you’re hoping he’ll be locked away—say, in the Bastille?”

“Secrets are more secure behind the Bastille’s walls than Belle-Isle’s.”

“I’ll speak to the king about it; his answer will settle the matter.”

“And by then, Monsieur l’Évêque de Vannes will have escaped. That’s what I would do.”

“Escape? Where could he go?”

“Europe is ours, if not by right, then by ambition.”

“He’ll always find shelter, monsieur. It’s clear you don’t really know your opponent. You don’t know D’Herblay; you don’t know Aramis. He was one of the four musketeers who, under the late king, made Cardinal de Richelieu tremble, and who during the regency, kept Monseigneur Mazarin in constant unease.”

“But, madame, what can he do without a kingdom behind him?”

“He has one, monsieur.”

“A kingdom? Monsieur d’Herblay?”

“I tell you, monsieur, if he desires a kingdom, he will have one, or soon will.”

“Well, since you are so intent that this rebel not escape, madame, I promise you he won’t.”

“Belle-Isle is fortified, M. Colbert, and fortified by him.”

“If Belle-Isle is defended by him, it's still not impregnable. And if Monsieur l’Évêque de Vannes is caught inside Belle-Isle, madame, that place will be besieged and he will be taken.”

“You can guarantee, monsieur, that your zeal for the queen-mother’s interests will make her very happy, and you’ll be well rewarded. But what message shall I give her about your intentions for this man?”

“That if he is taken, he’ll be confined in a fortress where her secret will be absolutely safe.”

“Very good, Monsieur Colbert. Then let’s say that from now on, we are firm allies—you and I—and that I am entirely at your service.”

“It’s I who am at your service, madame.”

“This Chevalier d’Herblay—isn’t he some kind of Spanish agent?”

“Much more than that.”

“A secret ambassador, perhaps?”

“Even higher than that.”

“Wait—the King Philip III of Spain is very pious. Perhaps d’Herblay is confessor to Philip III.”

“You need to aim even higher.”

“Mordieu!” Colbert exclaimed, momentarily forgetting himself before this great lady, an old friend of the queen-mother. “Then he must be the general of the Jesuits.”

“I think you’ve guessed it at last,” the duchess answered. “Ah, madame, this man will destroy us if we don’t take action against him—and quickly.”

“That’s what I was thinking too, monsieur, but I hesitated to say it.”

“And fortunately for us, he’s set his sights on the throne, not on us.”

“But remember, M. Colbert, M. d’Herblay never gives up. If he misses one opportunity, he takes another; he always begins again. If he fails to make a king for himself, believe me, he’ll find another—and for that one, you will hardly be the prime minister.”

Colbert’s brow darkened, and a threatening look flashed across his face. “I am convinced that a prison will solve the problem to everyone’s satisfaction, madame.”

The duchess smiled once more. “Oh!

“If only you knew,” she said, “how many times Aramis has escaped from prison!”

“Oh!” Colbert replied, “we’ll make sure he doesn’t escape this time.”

“But you weren’t listening to me before. Don’t forget that Aramis was one of the four invincibles even Cardinal Richelieu feared! In those days, the four musketeers didn’t have what they have now—money and experience.”

Colbert bit his lip. “Let’s forget prisons,” he said in a lower voice. “We’ll find a hiding place that even the invincible can’t escape from.”

“Well said, our ally!” the duchess replied. “But it’s getting late; shall we go back?”

“With pleasure, madame, as I have much to prepare before leaving with the king.”

“To Paris!” the duchess called to the coachman. The carriage turned toward the Faubourg Saint Antoine, the journey sealed by a secret alliance—marking the fate of Fouquet’s last friend, the last defender of Belle-Isle, once the ally of Marie Michon, now the new enemy of the old duchess.

# Chapter XXXVII: The Two Lighters

D’Artagnan had set off, and so had Fouquet, each departing with a haste that only heightened the concern of their friends. The early moments of this journey—better described as a flight—were filled with a constant anxiety about every horse and carriage that appeared behind them. It was only natural to worry; if Louis XIV was intent on capturing his target, he would not let it escape. The young lion already knew how to hunt, and he had hounds keen enough to be trusted.

Gradually, all his fears began to dissipate. The superintendent had gained enough distance from his pursuers through relentless travel that none could be expected to catch up with him. His friends had also ensured that his position was quite favorable. After all, he was on his way to meet the king in Nantes, and his swift journey only demonstrated his eagerness to comply.

Arriving at Orleans, he was weary but reassured. Thanks to the efforts of a courier who had arrived ahead of him, he found a well-outfitted lighter with eight oars waiting for him. These lighters, resembling gondolas, were somewhat wide and heavy, with a small cabin covered by a deck and a tented area at the stern. They served as passenger boats from Orleans to Nantes along the Loire River. In those days, this route was considered easier and more convenient than the high road, with its post horses and poorly suspended carriages. Fouquet boarded the lighter, which set off without delay.

The rowers, knowing the honor of transporting the superintendent of finances, pulled with all their strength. The magical word—*finances*—promised them a generous reward, and they were eager to prove themselves worthy of it. The lighter seemed to leap over the soft waves of the Loire. The magnificent weather, with a sunrise that bathed the landscape in purples, showcased the river in its serene clearness. The current and the rowers propelled Fouquet forward as effortlessly as wings carry a bird, and he arrived at Beaugency without a single mishap to spoil the journey.

Fouquet’s goal was to be the first to reach Nantes; there, he would meet with the notables and gain the support of key members of the States. He intended to make himself indispensable—a task well within the abilities of a man of his stature—and to delay the looming disaster, if not prevent it altogether.

“Besides,” Gourville said to him, “in Nantes, we’ll figure out the intentions of your enemies. We’ll have horses ready to take you quickly to Poitou, and a boat waiting to take you to sea. Once you’re on open water, Belle-Isle will be a safe haven.”

"You see, besides, no one is watching you, no one is following." He had barely finished speaking when, in the distance, they saw the masts of a massive lighter rounding a bend in the river. The rowers of Fouquet’s boat gasped in surprise at the sight of the approaching galley.

“What’s going on?” Fouquet asked.

“The thing is, Monseigneur,” replied the captain of the bark, “it’s truly remarkable—this lighter is coming in like a hurricane.”

Gourville jumped to his feet and climbed onto the deck for a better view. Fouquet stayed behind, his suspicion barely hidden. “Find out what it is, dear friend,” he urged.

The lighter had just rounded the bend, moving so fast that its white wake shimmered in the sunlight, leaving a trail of brightness behind.

“How they go,” the skipper repeated, “how they go! They must be well paid! I never thought,” he added, “that wooden oars could outperform ours, but those oarsmen are proving me wrong.”

“Well, they might,” said one of the rowers. “They have twelve, and we only have eight.”

“Twelve rowers!” Gourville cried. “Twelve! That’s impossible.”

The standard for a lighter had never exceeded eight rowers, even for the king himself. This honor was granted to Monsieur le Surintendant more for the sake of speed than as a mark of respect. “What does it mean?” Gourville wondered, straining to see through the tent, where travelers were just starting to become visible, even for the sharpest eye.

“They must be in a hurry; it’s not the king,” said the patron. Fouquet shivered. “How can you tell it’s not the king?” asked Gourville. “First, there’s no white flag with fleurs-de-lis, which the royal lighter always carries.”

“And besides,” Fouquet added, “it’s impossible for it to be the king, Gourville, since he was still in Paris yesterday.”

Gourville shot a look at the superintendent that seemed to say, “You were there yourself yesterday.”

“And how do you figure they’re in such a rush?” he pressed, buying himself some time. “By this, monsieur,” the patron replied. “These people must have left long after us, yet they’re almost upon us now.”

“Bah!” Gourville protested. “Who says they’re not coming from Beaugency or Moit?”

“We haven’t seen a lighter like that except in Orleans. It’s coming from Orleans, monsieur, and it’s coming quickly.”

Fouquet and Gourville exchanged a meaningful look.

The captain noted their unease, and to put him off the trail, Gourville quickly said, “It’s just a friend who’s made a bet that he can catch us. Let’s win this bet and keep him from catching up.”

The patron opened his mouth to argue that it was impossible, but Fouquet interjected with an authoritative tone, “If someone wishes to overtake us, let him try.”

“We can try, Monseigneur,” the man said, doubting. “Come on, everyone, pull harder! Row, row!”

“No,” Fouquet replied. “On the contrary, stop.”

“Monseigneur! What madness!” Gourville exclaimed, leaning closer to him. “Pull back!” Fouquet insisted. The eight oars stopped, and as they pressed against the water, they created a backward motion. The boat came to a halt.

The twelve oarsmen in the other boat at first did not notice the maneuver, as they continued to drive their vessel forward so forcefully that it quickly came within musket range. Fouquet struggled with his poor eyesight, while Gourville squinted against the sun, which shone straight into his eyes. Only the skipper, whose vision was sharpened by a life spent struggling against the elements, could clearly make out the travelers in the other lighter. “I can see them!” he exclaimed. “There are two.”

“I can’t see anything,” Gourville replied.

“You won’t have to wait long—just twenty strokes of their oars and they’ll be within ten paces of us.”

However, the skipper's prediction was not fulfilled. Instead of approaching their supposed friends, the lighter stopped abruptly in the middle of the river. “I don’t understand this,” the captain said, confused.

“Neither do I,” Gourville said, sharing his confusion.

"You, who can see so well the people in that lighter," Fouquet continued, "try to describe them to us before we drift too far apart."

"I thought I saw two," replied the boatman. "But now I can only see one, under the tent."

"What kind of man is he?"

"He's a dark man, broad-shouldered and bull-necked."

At that moment, a small cloud drifted across the blue sky, casting a shadow over the sun. Gourville, shading his eyes with one hand, suddenly saw clearly and leaped from the deck into the chamber where Fouquet waited for him. "Colbert!" he exclaimed, his voice shaking with emotion.

"Colbert?" repeated Fouquet, astonished. "This is most strange! No, it can’t be!"

"I swear I recognized him—and he recognized me just as well. He’s just gone into the chamber on the poop."

“Maybe the king sent him to track us,” said one.

“In that case, he would join us instead of hiding there. What is he doing?”

“He

# Chapter XXXVIII: Friendly Advice

Fouquet had gone to bed, clinging to life, determined to preserve that fragile thread of existence, which the shocks and frictions of the world so quickly erode. D’Artagnan appeared at the door of the chamber and was greeted by the superintendent with a warm, “Good day.”

“*Bon jour!* monseigneur,” replied the musketeer. “How was your journey?”

“Tolerably well, thank you.”

“And the fever?”

“Not so well. As you can see, I’m drinking. I’ve barely arrived, and I’ve already imposed a *tisane* tax on Nantes.”

“You should rest first, monseigneur.”

“Eh!

“Corbleu! My dear Monsieur d’Artagnan, I would be quite glad to sleep.”

“Who’s stopping you?”

“Well, you, for one.”

“I? Oh, monseigneur!”

“Indeed, you do. Is it the same in Nantes as it is in Paris? Do you not come in the king’s name?”

“For Heaven’s sake, monseigneur,” replied the captain, “let’s leave the king out of this! The day I come on the king’s behalf for the purpose you imply, I assure you, you won’t be left in any doubt. You’ll see me place my hand on my sword, as per the ordonnance, and you’ll hear me declare in a formal tone, ‘Monseigneur, in the name of the king, I arrest you!’”

“You promise me that kind of honesty?” asked the superintendent.

“Upon my honor! But we haven’t reached that point, believe me.”

“What makes you think so, M. d’Artagnan? I, for one, believe quite the opposite.”

“I haven’t heard anything of the sort,” D’Artagnan replied.

“Eh! eh!” chuckled Fouquet.

“Truly, no. You are a likable man, despite your fever. The king cannot help but love you, deep down in his heart.”

Fouquet's expression revealed skepticism. “But what about M. Colbert?” he asked. “Does M. Colbert love me as much as you claim?”

“I’m not referring to M. Colbert.”

“Colbert,” D’Artagnan replied. “He’s an exceptional man. It’s entirely possible he doesn’t love you; however, *mordioux!* even a squirrel can defend itself against an adder with little effort.”

“Do you realize you’re speaking to me like a friend?” Fouquet responded. “And I must say, I’ve never encountered a man with your intelligence and heart.”

“You flatter me,” D’Artagnan said. “Why wait until today to offer such a compliment?”

“How blind we are!” murmured Fouquet.

“Your voice is getting hoarse,” D’Artagnan observed. “Drink, monseigneur, drink!” He offered him a cup of *tisane* with genuine warmth. Fouquet accepted it, thanking him with a gentle smile.

“Such things only happen to me,” the musketeer lamented. “I’ve spent ten years right under your nose while you’ve been rolling in gold. You’ve been raking in an annual pension of four million, yet you never noticed me. And now, just as you—”

“Just as I’m about to fall,” Fouquet interjected. “That’s true, my dear Monsieur d’Artagnan.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“But you thought it, and that amounts to the same thing. Well! If I do fall, I promise you, not a single day will pass without me striking my brow and thinking, ‘Fool!’”

“Fool! Stupid mortal! You had Monsieur d’Artagnan right under your nose, and yet you chose not to employ him, not to enrich him!”

“You overwhelm me,” the captain replied. “I hold you in high regard.”

“Then there is at least one man who does not share M. Colbert’s views,” the surintendant remarked.

“How M. Colbert looms in your imagination!”

“He is worse than a fever!”

“Oh! I have good reason,” replied Fouquet. “Judge for yourself.” He recounted the details of the lighter’s journey and the duplicitous persecution by Colbert. “Isn’t this a clear indication of my downfall?”

D’Artagnan’s expression turned grave. “That is indeed true,” he said. “Yes, it carries a foul scent, much like M. de Tréville used to say.” He fixed M. Fouquet with an intelligent, meaningful gaze.

“Am I not clearly targeted in that, Captain? Is the king not bringing me to Nantes to remove me from Paris, where I have so many supporters, and to seize Belle-Isle for himself?”

“Where M. d’Herblay is,” D’Artagnan added. Fouquet lifted his head.

“As for me, monseigneur,” D’Artagnan continued, “I can assure you that the king has said nothing against you.”

“Indeed!”

“It’s true the king ordered me to set out for Nantes and instructed me not to mention it to M. de Gesvres.”

“To M. de Gesvres, yes, monseigneur,” the musketeer pressed on, his eyes conveying a message that contradicted his words. “Furthermore, the king commanded me to take a brigade of musketeers, which seems unnecessary since the region is quite peaceful.”

“A brigade!” Fouquet exclaimed, propping himself up on his elbow.

“Ninety-six horsemen, yes, monseigneur. The same number that was used to arrest the gentlemen... de Chalais, de Cinq-Mars, and Montmorency.”

Fouquet perked up at these seemingly trivial words. “And what else?” he asked.

“Oh, just some inconsequential orders—like guarding the castle, monitoring every lodging, and ensuring that none of M. de Gesvres’s guards occupy a single post.”

“And what about me?” Fouquet exclaimed. “What orders did you receive regarding my safety?”

“As for you, monseigneur?—not a single word.”

“Monsieur d’Artagnan, my safety, my honor, perhaps even my life are at stake. You wouldn’t deceive me, would you?”

“Me? What purpose would that serve?”

“Are you feeling threatened? There’s really just an order regarding carriages and boats—”

“An order?”

“Yes, but it doesn’t concern you—just a simple police measure.”

“What is it, Captain? What is it?”

“To prohibit all horses and boats from leaving Nantes without a pass signed by the king.”

“Great God! But—”

D’Artagnan chuckled. “Don’t worry; none of this will be enforced until the king arrives in Nantes. So you can see, monseigneur, that the order doesn’t concern you at all.”

Fouquet fell into thought, while D’Artagnan pretended not to notice his distraction. “By sharing these orders with you, I’m showing my goodwill and assuring you that none of them are aimed at you.”

“Of course! Of course!” Fouquet replied, still lost in his own thoughts.

“Let’s recap,” the captain said, his gaze filled with earnestness. “There will be a special guard around the castle where you’ll be staying, correct?”

“Are you familiar with the castle?”

“Ah, monseigneur, it’s quite the prison! With M. de Gesvres absent—one of your trusted friends—the gates of the city and the river are closed without a pass. But that will only change once the king arrives.”

"Please note, Monsieur Fouquet, that if I were speaking to anyone other than you—one of the most esteemed figures in the kingdom—I would be putting myself at risk forever. What a splendid opportunity for anyone seeking freedom! No police, no guards, no orders; the waterways and roads are clear, and Monsieur d’Artagnan would be obliged to lend his horses if necessary. This should reassure you, Monsieur Fouquet, for the king would not have left me so independent if he had any sinister intentions. In truth, Monsieur Fouquet, feel free to ask me anything; I am at your service. In return, I would appreciate it if you could send my compliments to Aramis and Porthos, should you set sail for Belle-Isle. You have every right to do so without changing out of your *robe de chambre*—just as you are."

With these words and a deep bow, the musketeer—his gaze still radiating intelligent kindness—exited the room. He had barely reached the vestibule steps when Fouquet, beside himself, grabbed the bell-rope and shouted, "My horses! My lighter!" But no one responded.

The superintendent hurriedly dressed himself with whatever he could find. “Gourville!—Gourville!” he called out, slipping his watch into his pocket. The bell rang once more as Fouquet repeated, “Gourville!—Gourville!”

Finally, Gourville appeared, breathless and pale. “We must leave! We must leave!” cried Fouquet the moment he saw him.

“It’s too late!” replied the superintendent’s anxious friend.

“Too late!—why?”

“Listen!” They strained to hear the distant sounds of trumpets and drums echoing in front of the castle.

“What does that mean, Gourville?”

“It means the king has arrived, monseigneur.”

“The king!”

“Yes, the king, who has ridden double stages, exhausted his horses, and is now eight hours ahead of our calculations.”

“We are lost!” murmured Fouquet. “Brave D’Artagnan, it’s all over; you’ve spoken to me too late!”

Indeed, the king was entering the city, which soon resonated with cannon fire from the ramparts and from a ship that answered from the lower river. Fouquet’s brow darkened as he summoned his *valets de chambre* and put on his ceremonial attire. From behind the curtains of his window, he could see the eager crowd and the movement of a large troop that had followed the prince. The king was escorted to the castle with great pomp, and Fouquet watched as he dismounted beneath the portcullis and leaned in to say something to D’Artagnan, who held his stirrup.

As the king passed beneath the arch, D’Artagnan made his way toward Fouquet’s residence. He moved slowly, pausing frequently to chat with his musketeers, who stood like a protective hedge. It was as if he were deliberately counting the seconds or his steps before reaching his destination.

Fouquet leaned out of the window to address him from the courtyard.

“Ah!” D’Artagnan exclaimed upon spotting him, “Are you still there, monseigneur?”

The word *still* struck a chord with Fouquet, confirming just how much insight and valuable advice the musketeer had gathered during his initial visit. The surintendant let out a deep sigh.

“Good heavens! Yes, monsieur,” he replied. “The arrival of the king has interrupted the plans I had formed.”

“Oh, so you know that the king has arrived?”

“Yes, monsieur, I have seen him; and this time you come from him—”

“To inquire after you, monseigneur; and, if your health permits, to kindly ask you to come to the castle.”

“Right away, Monsieur d’Artagnan, right away!”

“Ah, *mordioux!*” said the captain, “now that the king is here, there’s no more freedom for anyone—no more free will; the password dictates everything now, you as much as me, and me as much as you.”

Fouquet let out a final sigh, struggling to climb into his carriage, so weakened was he, and made his way to the castle, escorted by D’Artagnan, whose politeness was as intimidating this time as it had been comforting and cheerful before.

# Chapter XXXIX: How King Louis XIV. Played His Little Part

As Fouquet was stepping down from his carriage to enter the castle at Nantes, a man of humble appearance approached him respectfully and handed him a letter. D’Artagnan tried to prevent the man from speaking to Fouquet, pushing him aside, but the message had already reached the surintendant. Fouquet opened the letter and read it. A vague terror—which D’Artagnan quickly noticed—spread across the first minister’s face.

Fouquet tucked the paper into the portfolio he carried under his arm and continued toward the king’s apartments. D’Artagnan, following up the donjon stairs behind him, caught sight of the man who had delivered the note through the small windows at each landing. The man looked around and signaled to several others, who quickly disappeared into the nearby streets after mimicking his gesture.

Fouquet paused for a moment on the terrace we have referred to earlier, which led to the corridor at the end of which lay the king's cabinet. Taking advantage of this pause, D’Artagnan went ahead of the surintendant—his respectful companion up to this point—and entered the royal cabinet.

“Well?” Louis XIV inquired, noticing him as he threw a large green cloth over a table piled with papers.

“The order has been carried out, sire.”

“And Fouquet?”

“Monsieur le surintendant is following me,” D’Artagnan replied.

“In ten minutes, have him brought in,” the king commanded, waving D’Artagnan away. The musketeer turned to leave but had barely reached the corridor where Fouquet was waiting when the king’s bell called him back.

“Did he seem surprised?” the king asked.

“Who, sire?”

“Fouquet,” the king replied, purposely omitting the title of monsieur. This subtlety only increased D’Artagnan’s suspicions.

“No, sire,” he answered.

“Good!” said Louis, dismissing D’Artagnan again.

Fouquet remained on the terrace where his guide had left him, reading over the note once more. It read:

“Something is being plotted against you. They may hesitate to act at the castle, but it will likely happen on your way home. The house is already surrounded by musketeers. Do not enter. A white horse awaits you behind the esplanade!”

Fouquet recognized the familiar handwriting and urgent style of Gourville.

Unwilling to let any harm befall him that could compromise a faithful friend, the surintendant quickly tore the message into a thousand tiny fragments, letting the wind carry them from the terrace balustrade. D’Artagnan found him watching the last remnants flutter in the air like snowflakes.

“Monsieur,” he said, “the king awaits you.”

Fouquet walked purposefully down the narrow corridor, where Messieurs de Brienne and Rose were working intently. The Duc de Saint-Aignan sat nearby, his sword between his knees, exuding a sense of impatient anxiety as he awaited orders. It struck Fouquet as odd that Brienne, Rose, and de Saint-Aignan—usually so attentive and obsequious—barely acknowledged his passing.

But how could he expect anything else from the courtiers, now that the king addressed him only as *Fouquet?* He raised his head, determined to face everyone and everything with courage, and entered the king’s chamber, where the familiar small bell had already announced him to His Majesty. The king, without rising, nodded in acknowledgment and said with interest, “Well! How are you, Monsieur Fouquet?”

“I am in a high fever,” replied the surintendant, “but I am at the king’s service.”

“That is good to hear; the States assemble tomorrow. Do you have a speech ready?”

Fouquet stared at the king in astonishment. “I do not, sire,” he replied, “but I will improvise one. I am so familiar with these matters that I do not feel the least embarrassment.”

"I have only one question: will your Majesty permit me?"

"Certainly. Ask it."

"Why did your Majesty not honor your first minister with notice of this in Paris?"

"You were ill; I did not wish to burden you."

"Never has a task—never has an explanation—wearied me, sire. And since the time has come for me to seek an explanation from my king—"

"Oh, Monsieur Fouquet! An explanation? Of what, pray?"

"Of your Majesty's intentions toward me."

The king flushed.

"I have been slandered," Fouquet continued passionately, "and I feel I must urge you to investigate closely."

"You speak to me in vain, Monsieur Fouquet; I know what I know."

"Your Majesty can only know what you have been told. I, on the other hand, have kept silent while others have spoken many, many times—"

"What are you trying to say?" the king asked, seeking to end the uncomfortable interview.

"I will be brief, sire: I accuse a certain man of having tarnished my reputation with your Majesty."

"No one has harmed you, Monsieur Fouquet."

"That response, sire, only confirms my suspicions."

"Monsieur Fouquet, I do not allow accusations against others."

"Not even when one is accused oneself?"

"We have spoken of this matter too much already."

"Does your Majesty refuse to allow me to defend myself?"

"I repeat, I do not accuse you."

With a slight bow, Fouquet stepped back.

“It is clear,” he thought, “that he has made up his mind. Only someone who cannot turn back could be so inflexible. To ignore the danger now would be blind; to confront it, foolish.” Aloud he said, “Did your majesty summon me regarding business?”

“No, Monsieur Fouquet. However, I have some advice I wish to share.”

“I await it respectfully, sire.”

“Please, Monsieur Fouquet, get some rest. Do not wear yourself out; the session of the States will be brief, and once my secretaries are finished, I want all talk of business in France stopped for a fortnight.”

“Has the king nothing to say regarding this assembly of the States?”

“No, Monsieur Fouquet.”

“Not to me, the surintendant of finances?”

“Just rest, I beg you; that is all I have to say.”

Fouquet bit his lip and looked down, his mind weighed with troubling thoughts. The king observed his unrest.

“Are you unhappy about being asked to rest, M. Fouquet?”

“Fouquet?” he repeated.

“Yes, sire, I am not one to rest easily.”

“But you are unwell; you must take care of yourself.”

“Your Majesty mentioned a speech to be delivered tomorrow.”

The king fell silent for a moment, caught off guard by this unexpected reply. Fouquet sensed the tension in the air—the sense of looming danger in the young king’s eyes—a fear only making things worse. “If I show even the slightest fear, I’m lost,” he thought. Meanwhile, the king was simply troubled by Fouquet’s alarm.

“Does he suspect?” he murmured. “If his first words are harsh,” Fouquet thought again, “if he gets angry or pretends to be angry as a pretext, how will I manage? I need to smooth things over a bit. Gourville was right.”

“Sire,” he said suddenly, “since your kindness ensures my health to the point of excusing me from duty, may I be excused from tomorrow's council? I could spend the day in bed and would like to request your physician, so we might find a remedy for this terrible fever.”

“Very well, Monsieur Fouquet. As you wish: you will have your day of rest tomorrow, the physician will visit, and you will soon be well again.”

“Thank you!” Fouquet replied, bowing. Then, changing the subject: “May I have the pleasure of inviting your Majesty to my home at Belle-Isle?” He looked directly at Louis, gauging the effect of this invitation.

The king blushed again.

“You know,” he replied, trying to smile, “that you just called it ‘my home at Belle-Isle’?”

“Yes, sire.”

“Well! Don’t you remember,” the king continued in a similar light tone, “that you gave Belle-Isle to me?”

“That is true, sire. Yet since you have not taken possession, perhaps you will come with me to claim it?”

“I intend to do so.”

“That was your Majesty’s intention as well as mine. I cannot say how happy and proud I have been to see all the king’s regiments from Paris coming to help in the takeover.”

The king stammered, insisting that he had not brought the musketeers solely for that purpose.

“Oh, I am sure of that,” Fouquet replied warmly. “Your Majesty is well aware that you could simply arrive with only a cane and bring down all the fortifications of Belle-Isle.”

“*Peste!*” exclaimed the king. “I have no desire to see those excellent fortifications, which cost so much to build, fall down at all. No, let them stand against the Dutch and English.”

"You would never guess what I wish to see at Belle-Isle, Monsieur Fouquet. It’s the charming peasants and women from the coasts, who dance so beautifully and delight with their scarlet petticoats! I have heard much of your pretty tenants, Monsieur le Surintendant; I must see them for myself."

"Whenever your Majesty pleases."

"Do you have any means of travel? It could be tomorrow, if you prefer."

The surintendant was struck by the weight of this unexpected request, which was not delivered delicately. He answered, "No, sire; I was not aware of your Majesty's wishes, nor of your urgent desire to visit Belle-Isle. I am not prepared."

"You do have a boat of your own, don't you?"

"I have five, but they are all in port or at Paimboeuf. To fetch them would require at least twenty-four hours. Should I send a courier? Is it really needed?"

"Let's wait a while; let things settle—wait till tomorrow."

"True. Who knows what else we may want by then?" Fouquet replied, now certain in his suspicions, and looking quite pale.

The king hesitated, reaching for his small bell, but Fouquet quickly interrupted.

“Sire,” he said, “I have a chill—I am shaking with cold. If I stay much longer, I fear I may faint. I respectfully ask permission to withdraw and wrap myself up in bedclothes.”

“Indeed, you look chilled; it pains me to see you so! Go, Monsieur Fouquet, go! I will send someone to check on your condition.”

“Your Majesty’s kindness is overwhelming.”

"In an hour, I shall be better."

"I will call someone to escort you," the king said.

"As you wish, sire; I will take anyone’s arm gladly."

"Monsieur d'Artagnan!" the king called, ringing his small bell.

"Oh, sire," Fouquet interrupted, laughing in a way that unsettled the prince, "would you really send the captain of your musketeers to escort me to my rooms? That’s a rather ambiguous honor, sire! I would prefer just a simple footman, if you please."

"And why, M. Fouquet?"

“M. d’Artagnan often escorts me, and he does so exceptionally well!”

“Yes, but when he escorts you, sire, it’s to serve your wishes; whereas for me—”

“Go

# Chapter XL: The White Horse and the Black

"That's quite surprising," D’Artagnan remarked. "Gourville is prancing about the streets so cheerfully, even though he must know that M. Fouquet is in danger. It's almost certain that he was the one who just warned M. Fouquet with that note, which was torn into a thousand pieces on the terrace and scattered to the winds by the superintendent. Gourville seems pleased with himself; it must mean he's pulled off something clever. So, where exactly is M. Gourville coming from?"

Gourville was coming from the Rue aux Herbes. "Where does the Rue aux Herbes lead?" D’Artagnan wondered as he followed the rooftops of Nantes, dominated by the castle. He traced the streets in his mind as if examining a topographical map; only this living landscape was alive with the cries, movements, and shadows of people and things. Beyond the city walls, vast green plains stretched out alongside the Loire, appearing to reach toward the pink horizon, where the azure waters met the dark green of the marshes. Just outside the gates of Nantes, two white roads diverged like the fingers of a giant hand.

D’Artagnan, having taken in the entire panorama in a single glance from the terrace, was drawn by the Rue aux Herbes to the mouth of one of those roads, which began just beneath the gates of Nantes. With one more step, he was ready to descend the stairs, take his trellised carriage, and head toward the lodgings of M. Fouquet. But as he plunged down the staircase, chance drew his attention to a moving figure gaining ground on the road. “What is that?” the musketeer wondered. “A horse galloping—surely a runaway! Just look at how fast it’s going!”

The figure broke away from the road and veered into the fields. “A white horse,” the captain noted, the color standing out vividly against the dark earth. “And there’s someone riding it; it must be a boy whose horse is thirsty and has bolted with him.”

These thoughts flashed through D’Artagnan’s mind, quick as lightning, but were already forgotten by the time he reached the first step of the staircase. Scraps of paper were scattered across the stairs, gleaming white against the grimy stones.

“Eh! eh!” the captain muttered to himself. “Here are some fragments of the note torn by M. Fouquet. Poor man! He has entrusted his secret to the wind, which will have no further use for it and will return it to the king. Truly, Fouquet, you are tempting fate!”

"The game is not a fair one—fortune is against you. The star of Louis XIV obscures yours; the adder is stronger and more cunning than the squirrel." D’Artagnan picked up one of the scraps of paper as he descended. "Gourville’s delicate handwriting!" he exclaimed, examining one of the fragments. "I was right." He read the word "horse." "Wait!" he said, inspecting another piece, which bore no writing. On a third, he found the word "white." "White horse," he repeated, like a child learning to spell. "Ah, *mordioux!* A white horse!"

Suddenly, like a grain of powder that expands into a thousand times its size when ignited, D’Artagnan was filled with ideas and suspicions. He quickly ascended the stairs back toward the terrace.

The white horse continued to gallop toward the Loire, where, shrouded in mist, a small sail appeared, bobbing on the water like a delicate butterfly. “Oh!” exclaimed the musketeer, “only someone desperate to escape would ride at such a speed across plowed fields. There’s only one Fouquet, a financier bold enough to ride a white horse in broad daylight. Only the lord of Belle-Isle would attempt to flee toward the sea when thick forests lie inland. And there’s only one D’Artagnan in the world who could catch M. Fouquet, who has a half-hour lead and will reach his boat in less than an hour.”

With that, the musketeer ordered the carriage with the iron trellis to be taken immediately to a thicket just outside the city. He chose his finest horse, mounted it, and galloped down the Rue aux Herbes, opting not for the path Fouquet had taken but rather along the bank of the Loire. He was certain this route would save him ten minutes, allowing him to intercept the fugitive at the point where their paths would cross—Fouquet would have no reason to suspect he was being pursued from that direction.

In the heat of the chase, fueled by the impatience of an avenger, D’Artagnan—who had always been mild and kind toward Fouquet—was startled to find himself feeling ferocious, almost bloodthirsty. For a long time, he galloped on, yet the white horse remained elusive, hidden from view.

His rage turned to fury, and self-doubt crept in. He suspected that Fouquet had hidden himself along some underground path or had traded his white horse for one of those legendary black steeds—swift as the wind—that D’Artagnan had often admired and envied at Saint-Mande for their strength and speed. In those moments, as the wind stung his eyes and brought tears to them, as the saddle grew unbearably hot, and his weary horse reared in pain, kicking up a cloud of dust and stones, D’Artagnan found himself rising in his stirrups, scanning the waters and the shadows beneath the trees, searching the sky like a madman. He felt his sanity slipping away. In his fervent desperation, he envisioned aerial routes—the discovery of a future age. He recalled Daedalus and the great wings that had freed him from the prisons of Crete. A hoarse sigh escaped his lips as he muttered, consumed by the fear of ridicule, “I! I!”

“Duped by a Gourville! Me! They’ll say I’m getting old—they’ll say I took a million to let Fouquet escape!” He dug his spurs into his horse’s sides, urging it to go faster. He had been riding like the wind.

Suddenly, at the edge of an open pasture, behind some hedges, he spotted a white figure. It flickered in and out of view before finally becoming clearly visible against the rising ground. D’Artagnan’s heart soared with joy. He wiped the sweat from his brow and relaxed his knees, allowing the horse to breathe more easily. Gathering up his reins, he slowed the pace of his spirited mount, his eager partner in this pursuit.

He took a moment to assess the road ahead and his position relative to Fouquet. The superintendent had exhausted his horse by traversing the soft ground, and D’Artagnan recognized the need to gain a more solid footing. He decided to head toward the road along the shortest route. Meanwhile, D’Artagnan had only to ride straight ahead, hidden by the sloping shore, allowing him to intercept his quarry when he caught up. That’s when the real race would begin—the struggle would be genuine. D’Artagnan allowed his horse a good breather.

He noticed that the superintendent had eased into a trot, which meant he was also taking it easy on his horse. However, neither of them could afford to maintain that pace for long, as time was pressing. The white horse shot forward like an arrow the moment its hooves hit solid ground. D’Artagnan lowered his head, and his black horse surged into a gallop. They followed the same path, the four echoes of their new racecourse blending together. Fouquet had yet to notice D’Artagnan.

As he emerged from the slope, a single echo pierced the air—the sound of D’Artagnan’s horse galloping like thunder. Fouquet turned and, within a hundred paces, spotted his enemy leaning over the neck of his steed. There was no mistaking it—the gleaming baldrick, the red cassock—it was indeed a musketeer. Fouquet loosened his grip, and the white horse increased the distance between him and his adversary by another twenty feet.

“Oh, but,” D’Artagnan thought, growing increasingly anxious, “that is no ordinary horse M. Fouquet is riding—let’s see!” He scrutinized the shape and capabilities of the courser with his keen, discerning eye.

Round, full quarters—long, slender tail—large hocks—thin legs, as dry as bars of steel—hoofs as hard as marble. He spurred his horse, but the distance between them remained unchanged. D’Artagnan listened intently; not a sound from the horse reached him, yet it felt as though it sliced through the air. In contrast, the black horse began to puff like a blacksmith’s bellows. “I must overtake him, even if it kills my horse,” thought the musketeer. He began to pull harshly on the reins of the poor animal while driving the rowels of his merciless spurs into its sides. The frantic horse surged forward, gaining twenty toises and closing in to within pistol-shot of Fouquet.

“Courage!” the musketeer urged himself. “Courage! The white horse may tire, and if it doesn’t fall, the rider must eventually slow down.” Yet both horse and rider pressed on, inching forward with great effort. D’Artagnan let out a desperate cry that caught Fouquet’s attention, prompting him to spur the white horse on even faster. “What a magnificent horse! What a reckless rider!” the captain muttered under his breath. “Hola!”

“Mordioux! Monsieur Fouquet! Stop! In the king’s name!”

Fouquet remained silent.

“Do you hear me?” D’Artagnan shouted, his horse stumbling beneath him.

“Pardieu,” Fouquet replied coolly, urging his horse to go faster.

D’Artagnan felt fury rising within him; blood surged to his temples, and his vision blurred with rage.

“In the king’s name!” he shouted again. “Stop, or I’ll bring you down with a pistol shot!”

“Go ahead!” replied Fouquet, maintaining his speed. D’Artagnan seized a pistol and cocked it, hoping the sharp click of the mechanism would make his enemy pause. “You have pistols too,” he called out. “Turn and defend yourself.”

Fouquet turned at the sound, meeting D’Artagnan’s gaze. With his right hand, he opened the part of his coat that concealed his body, but he didn’t reach for his holsters. They were no more than twenty paces apart. “*Mordioux!*” D’Artagnan exclaimed. “I won’t assassinate you. If you won’t fire at me, surrender! What is a prison?”

“I would rather die!” Fouquet replied. “I’d suffer less.”

Overcome with despair, D’Artagnan hurled his pistol to the ground.

“I will take you alive!” he declared, showcasing a remarkable skill that only this extraordinary horseman possessed. With a deft maneuver, he urged his horse forward, closing the distance to within ten paces of the white steed. His hand reached out, poised to seize his prize.

“Kill me! Kill me!” cried Fouquet. “It would be more humane!”

“No! Alive—alive!” murmured the captain. Just then, his horse stumbled for the second time, allowing Fouquet’s mount to surge ahead once more. It was an astonishing sight, this race between two horses, their spirits sustained solely by the determination of their riders.

It could be said that D’Artagnan rode with his horse squeezed between his knees. The furious gallop had given way to a brisk trot, which had now dwindled to something barely resembling a trot at all. Yet, the pursuit remained intense for both exhausted riders. In a moment of desperation, D’Artagnan seized his second pistol and cocked it. “At your horse! Not at you!” he shouted at Fouquet.

He fired. The animal was struck in the quarters, making a furious leap before plunging forward. At that moment, D’Artagnan’s horse collapsed, dead beneath him. “I am dishonored!” the musketeer thought. “I am a miserable wretch! For pity’s sake, M. Fouquet, throw me one of your pistols so I can end this!” But Fouquet simply rode away.

“For mercy’s sake! For mercy’s sake!” D’Artagnan cried out. “What you refuse to do now, I will accomplish within the hour. But here, on this road, I would die bravely; I would die with honor. Please, M. Fouquet, grant me this service!”

M. Fouquet offered no response and continued to ride on. D’Artagnan, undeterred, began to chase after his adversary. He tossed aside his hat, then his coat, which hindered his movement, and finally discarded the sheath of his sword, which tangled between his legs as he ran.

The sword in his hand grew unbearably heavy, and he tossed it aside, following the sheath. The white horse began to wheeze, and D’Artagnan closed the gap between them. From a trot, the exhausted animal staggered into a slow walk, foam mingling with blood at its mouth. D’Artagnan summoned every ounce of strength, lunging toward Fouquet and grabbing his leg. In a breathless, broken voice, he declared, “I arrest you in the king’s name! Go ahead, blow my brains out if you wish; we’ve both done our duty.”

Fouquet hurled the two pistols D’Artagnan could have seized far into the river. Dismounting from his horse, he said, “I am your prisoner, monsieur. Will you take my arm? I can see you’re about to faint.”

“Thanks!” D’Artagnan murmured, feeling the ground slip beneath him and the light of day fade into darkness. He collapsed onto the sand, breathless and weak. Fouquet rushed to the riverbank, scooped some water into his hat, and gently bathed the musketeer's temples, offering him a few drops between his lips.

D’Artagnan struggled to rise, his gaze wandering as he took in his surroundings. He spotted Fouquet on his knees, his wet hat in hand, smiling at him with an ineffable sweetness. “So, you’re not gone?” D’Artagnan exclaimed. “Oh, monsieur! The true king of royalty, in heart and soul, is not Louis of the Louvre or Philippe of Sainte-Marguerite; it is you—proscribed, condemned!”

“I, who today am ruined by a single mistake, M. d’Artagnan.”

“What do you mean?”

“I should have had you as a friend!”

"But how will we get back to Nantes? We're quite far from it."

"That's true," D’Artagnan replied, his mood darkening. "The white horse might recover; he’s a good horse! Get on, Monsieur d’Artagnan; I’ll walk until you’ve had a chance to rest."

"Poor creature! And wounded, too?" the musketeer remarked. "He’ll manage, I assure you; I know him well. But we can do even better—let’s both mount and ride slowly."

"We can certainly try," the captain agreed.

They had barely loaded the animal with its burdens when it began to stagger. With a tremendous effort, it managed to walk for a few minutes before faltering again and collapsing dead beside the black horse it had just reached. “We’ll go on foot—destiny demands it. The walk will be pleasant,” said Fouquet, linking his arm with D’Artagnan’s. “*Mordioux!*” D’Artagnan exclaimed, his gaze fixed, brow furrowed, and heart swelling. “What a disgraceful day!”

They trudged slowly the four leagues to the small wood where the carriage and escort awaited. When Fouquet caught sight of that ominous vehicle, he turned to D’Artagnan, who lowered his eyes, ashamed of Louis XIV. “That is an idea that didn’t come from a brave man, Captain D’Artagnan; it’s not yours. What are these gratings for?” he asked. “To prevent you from throwing letters out.”

“Ingenious!”

“But you can still speak, even if you can’t write,” D’Artagnan replied.

“Can I speak with you?”

“Of course, if that’s what you wish.”

Fouquet paused for a moment, then met the captain’s gaze directly. “Just one word,” he said. “Will you remember it?”

“I won’t forget it.”

“Will you share it with the person I specify?”

“I will.”

“Saint-Mande,” Fouquet whispered. “And for whom?”

“For Madame de Belliere or Pelisson.”

“It will be done.”

The carriage rolled through Nantes, heading toward Angers.

# Chapter XLI: In Which the Squirrel Falls—the Adder Flies

It was two o’clock in the afternoon.

The king, brimming with impatience, made his way to the terrace cabinet, frequently opening the corridor door to check on his secretaries. M. Colbert, occupying the same spot that M. de Saint-Aignan had held for much of the morning, was engaged in a quiet conversation with M. de Brienne. Suddenly, the king swung the door open and spoke to them.

“What are you saying?”

“We were discussing the first sitting of the States,” M. de Brienne replied, rising from his seat. “Very well,” the king said, and he retreated to his room. Five minutes later, the bell summoned Rose, signaling that it was her hour.

“Have you finished your copies?” the king inquired.

“Not yet, sire.”

“Check with M.

“d’Artagnan has returned.”

“Not yet, sire.”

“That’s quite strange,” the king murmured. “Call M. Colbert.”

Colbert entered, having anticipated this summons all morning. “Monsieur Colbert,” the king said sharply, “you must find out what has happened to M. d’Artagnan.”

Colbert replied in his usual calm manner, “Where would your majesty like him to be searched for?”

“Eh! Monsieur!”

“Are you unaware of what I sent him?” Louis replied, his tone sharp. “Your Majesty did not inform me.”

“Monsieur, some matters are meant to be inferred, and you, above all, should be adept at making such inferences.”

“I might have been able to guess, Sire, but I do not presume to be certain.”

Before Colbert could finish, a voice rougher than the king's interrupted their intriguing conversation. “D’Artagnan!” the king exclaimed, his face lighting up with evident joy. D’Artagnan, pale and clearly in a foul mood, called out as he entered, “Sire, was it you who gave orders to my musketeers?”

“What orders?” the king asked. “Regarding M. Fouquet’s house?”

“None!” Louis replied.

“Ha!” exclaimed D’Artagnan, biting his mustache. “I wasn’t mistaken after all; it was you, monsieur,” he said, gesturing toward Colbert.

“What are the orders? Tell me,” the king demanded.

“Orders to turn the house upside down, to beat M. Fouquet’s servants, to ransack the drawers, to subject a peaceful home to pillage! *Mordioux!* These are barbaric commands!”

“Monsieur!” Colbert replied, his face draining of color.

“Monsieur,” D’Artagnan interjected, “only the king has the right to command my musketeers. I must insist that you refrain from doing so, and I say this in the presence of his majesty. Gentlemen who carry swords do not tuck pens behind their ears.”

“D’Artagnan! D’Artagnan!” the king murmured. “This is humiliating,” the musketeer continued. “My soldiers are being disgraced. I do not command *reitres*, thank you very much, nor the clerks of the intendant, *mordioux!*”

“Well, what is all this about?” the king demanded with authority. “It’s about this, sire: monsieur—who could not possibly have guessed your majesty’s orders—was unaware that I had gone to arrest M. Fouquet—Monsieur, who orchestrated the construction of the iron cage for his former patron—has dispatched M. de Roncherolles to M. Fouquet's lodgings. Under the guise of securing the surintendant’s papers, they have removed the furniture. My musketeers have been stationed around the house all morning, as per my instructions. Why did anyone think it appropriate to order them inside? By compelling them to participate in this looting, how have they been turned into accomplices?

“Mordioux! We serve the king, yes, but we do not serve M. Colbert!”

“Monsieur d’Artagnan,” the king said sternly, “be careful; such explanations, especially in that tone, are not appropriate in my presence.”

“I have acted for the good of the king,” Colbert replied, his voice wavering. “It is difficult to be treated this way by one of your majesty’s officers, and without recourse, due to the respect I owe the king.”

“The respect you owe the king,” D’Artagnan retorted, his eyes blazing, “begins with making his authority respected and his person cherished. Every agent of unchecked power embodies that power, and when people curse the hand that strikes them, it is the royal hand that God reproaches, do you understand? Must a soldier, hardened by forty years of wounds and blood, teach you this lesson, monsieur? Must mercy reside with me while ferocity is yours?”

"You have caused the innocent to be arrested, bound, and imprisoned!"

"Accomplices, perhaps, of M. Fouquet," Colbert replied coolly. "But who told you that M. Fouquet had accomplices, or even that he was guilty? Only the king knows that; his justice is not blind! When he commands, 'Arrest and imprison this man,' his orders are followed without question."

"Do not speak to me again about the respect owed to the king, and choose your words carefully, lest they inadvertently carry even a hint of threat. The king does not tolerate those who serve him being threatened by those who do him disservice. If, God forbid, I were to find myself with a master so ungrateful, I would ensure that I commanded respect."

With that, D’Artagnan took a proud stance in the king’s cabinet, his eyes blazing, hand resting on his sword, lips quivering with a fury that was more show than substance. Colbert, humiliated and seething with rage, bowed to the king, silently seeking permission to leave the room. The king, caught between his pride and curiosity, was at a loss for how to respond. D’Artagnan noticed the king’s hesitation. To linger any longer would be a mistake; he needed to secure a victory over Colbert. The only way to achieve this was to provoke the king just enough that his majesty would have no choice but to decide between the two adversaries.

D’Artagnan bowed as Colbert had done, but the king, eager to hear every detail about the arrest of the surintendant of finances—who had briefly made him tremble—realized that D’Artagnan’s ill humor would delay the information he craved for at least half an hour. Thus

# Chapter XLII: Belle-Ile-en-Mer

At the end of the jetty, where the wild sea crashes against the rocks at evening tide, two men stood arm in arm, deep in animated conversation. Their words were snatched away by the gusts of wind, lost amid the white foam dancing atop the waves. The sun had just dipped below the horizon, casting a crimson glow across the vast expanse of ocean, like a colossal crucible.

From time to time, one of the men would turn eastward, casting an anxious, questioning look over the sea. The other, studying his companion’s face, seemed to search for answers in his expression. Then both would fall silent, lost in grim thoughts, and resume their walk. It is clear these two men were none other than our exiled heroes, Porthos and Aramis, who had taken refuge in Belle-Isle since their hopes were shattered and M. d’Herblay’s grand plans collapsed.

“It’s no use arguing about it, my dear Aramis,” Porthos insisted, drawing in the salty air with his broad chest. “It’s pointless, Aramis.”

The disappearance of all the fishing boats that set out two days ago is anything but ordinary. There hasn’t been a storm at sea; the weather has remained calm, not even a hint of a gale. Even if a storm had hit, it’s unlikely every one of our boats would have gone down. I have to say, this is strange. The total absence of the boats astonishes me, truly.”

“Indeed,” murmured Aramis. “You’re right, my friend Porthos; there’s something unsettling about this.”

“And furthermore,” Porthos continued, his thoughts expanding with the bishop of Vannes’ agreement, “don’t you think it odd that if all those boats had sunk, not a single plank has floated back to shore?”

“I’ve noticed that, too,” Aramis replied.

“And isn’t it strange that the only two boats we had left on the island, which I sent out to look for the others—”

At that moment, Aramis interrupted with a sudden cry and an abrupt gesture that left Porthos momentarily stunned. “What did you say, Porthos?”

“What! You sent the two boats—”

“To look for the others! Yes, I did,” Porthos replied calmly.

“Unfortunate man! What have you done? We are truly lost,” cried the bishop.

“Lost! What did you say?” exclaimed the now worried Porthos. “How lost, Aramis? How are we lost?”

Aramis bit his lip. “Nothing! Nothing! Forgive me; I didn’t mean to say that—”

“What?”

“That if we felt like it—if we wanted to venture out to sea, we couldn’t now.”

“Well! And why should that trouble you?”

A precious pleasure, *ma foi!* For me, I don’t mind at all. What truly grieves me isn’t the fleeting amusement we have at Belle-Isle; rather, it’s Pierrefonds, Bracieux, le Vallon—beautiful France! Here, my dear friend, we are not in France; we are—somewhere else entirely. I speak to you sincerely, trusting your affection: I must confess, I am not happy at Belle-Isle. No, truly, I am not happy!”

Aramis let out a long, suppressed sigh.

“My friend,” he replied, “that’s exactly why it’s so unfortunate that you sent away the last two boats to search for the missing ones. If you had not sent them, we would have already departed.”

“*Departed!* And what about the orders, Aramis?”

“What orders?”

“*Parbleu!* The orders you’ve repeated to me so many times—that we must hold Belle-Isle against the usurper. You know what I mean!”

“That’s true,” Aramis murmured again. “You see, Porthos, we couldn’t leave, and sending the boats to search for the others doesn’t harm us one bit.”

Aramis fell silent, his gaze roving like that of an albatross, sweeping the sea, trying to pierce the horizon.

“Still, Aramis,” Porthos pressed on, clinging to his idea since the bishop seemed to approve, “you haven’t told me what might have happened to those poor boats. I’m inundated with cries and complaints from every direction.”

The children weep because the women are desperate, as if I could somehow bring back their missing husbands and fathers. What do you think I should say to them, my friend?”

“Think as you wish, my good Porthos, but say nothing.”

That answer did not satisfy Porthos. He turned away, muttering in frustration. Aramis stopped the disgruntled musketeer. “Do you remember,” he said, his voice tinged with melancholy as he gently clasped Porthos’s large hands in his own, “do you remember, my friend, those glorious days of our youth—when we were all strong and brave, the four of us? If we had wanted to return to France back then, do you think this stretch of saltwater would have stopped us?”

“Oh!” Porthos exclaimed, “but it’s only six leagues.”

“If you had seen me mount a plank, would you have stayed behind, Porthos?”

“No, *pardieu!* No, Aramis. But nowadays, what kind of plank would we need, my friend?”

“I, for one.” The Seigneur de Bracieux cast a glance over his ample figure, let out a hearty laugh. “Do you mean to say you aren’t a bit tired of Belle-Isle? Wouldn’t you prefer the comforts of your own home—your episcopal palace in Vannes? Admit it.”

“No,” Aramis replied, avoiding Porthos’s gaze.

“Let’s stay where we are,” his friend sighed, the sound escaping him despite his efforts to stifle it. “Let’s remain!—let’s remain! But still,” he went on, “if we really wanted to get back to France—if we made up our minds—and there were no boats…”

“Have you noticed something else, friend? Since our boats vanished, not a single small vessel has reached the island during these last two days while the fishermen have been away?”

“Yes, certainly!”

"You’re right. I’ve noticed it too, and that strikes me all the more, since before those last two disastrous days, shallops and small boats were as common as shrimps."

"I must ask," Aramis broke in suddenly, agitation written all over his face. "What if we had a raft built—"

"But there are canoes, my friend. Should I take one?"

"A canoe! A canoe! Can you really see us in a canoe, Porthos? It could capsize at any moment! No, no," replied the Bishop of Vannes. "We are not meant to challenge the waves like that."

“We will wait, we will wait.”

Aramis paced back and forth, his agitation only increasing. Porthos, tired of his friend’s restless manner—Porthos, whose steady nature could never understand the depth of Aramis’s unease—finally broke in. “Let’s sit on this rock,” he suggested. “Come, Aramis, sit beside me. I beg you, for the last time, explain what we are doing here in a way I can understand.”

“Porthos,” Aramis replied, visibly uneasy, “I know that the false king wished to dethrone the true king. That’s clear to me.”

“Well—”

“Yes?” Aramis replied, sharply.

“I know the false king was going to sell Belle-Isle to the English. I understand that much.”

“Yes?”

“I know that we, engineers and captains, hurried to Belle-Isle to watch over the works and command the ten companies M. Fouquet—well, his son-in-law—paid for. That much is clear.”

Aramis stood up, impatience bristling. He was like a lion tormented by a gnat.

Porthos caught him by the arm. “What I can’t make sense of—what I’ve tried to understand for days—is why, instead of sending us troops, reinforcements, munitions, or supplies, they isolate us without boats. Belle-Isle is cut off; nothing arrives, no support. Instead of communicating—by signals, letters, messengers—all contact with the shore is severed. Tell me, Aramis, answer me. But before you do, let me tell you my idea. Will you listen to what I think?”

The bishop raised his eyes.

“Well, Aramis,” Porthos went on, “I’ve dreamed up a scenario—imagined something big must have happened in France.”

I dreamt of M. Fouquet all night—about dead fish, smashed eggs, and neglected, bare rooms. Such dreadful dreams, my dear D’Herblay; such unfortunate dreams!”

“Porthos, what’s that over there?” Aramis suddenly interrupted, standing and pointing at a dark spot on the purpling horizon.

“A ship!” Porthos shouted. “Yes, it’s a ship! Finally, we’ll have some news.”

“There are two!” the bishop cried, spotting another mast. “Two!”

"Three! Four!"

"Five!" Porthos took over the count. "Six! Seven! Ah! Mon Dieu!"

“Mon Dieu! It’s a fleet!”

“Our boats must be returning, perhaps,” Aramis said, trying to sound confident, though unease crept into his voice.

“They seem rather large for fishing boats,” Porthos remarked. “And don’t you find it odd, my friend, that they’re coming from the Loire?”

“Yes, they are coming from the Loire—”

“Look! Everyone else is seeing them too; even the women and children are gathering on the jetty.”

An old fisherman went by. “Are those our boats out there?” Aramis asked. The old man squinted out to sea. “No, Monseigneur,” he answered, “those are lighter vessels, boats in the king’s service.”

“Boats in the king’s service?” Aramis echoed, surprised. “How can you tell?” he asked.

“By the flag.”

“But,” Porthos put in, “the boats are hardly visible; how do you know what flag they’re flying?”

“I can see there is one,” the old man answered. “Our boats, the cargo lighters, don’t carry flags. That kind is used to bring troops.”

“Ah!” groaned Aramis.

“*Vivat!*” Porthos exclaimed. “They’re sending us reinforcements, don’t you think, Aramis?”

“Probably.”

“Unless it’s the English coming.”

“By way of the Loire? That’d be trouble for us, Porthos; they’d have had to come through Paris first!”

“You’re right; it must be reinforcements or supplies.”

Aramis leaned his head on his hands, silent. Suddenly, he said, “Porthos, sound the alarm.”

“The alarm!

“Do you really mean that?”

“Yes, and make sure the gunners ready their batteries, the artillerymen take their positions, and we keep a sharp lookout along the coast.”

Porthos opened his eyes wide, studying his friend to make sure he hadn’t lost his wits.

“I’ll do it, dear Porthos,” Aramis said, his tone smooth and persuasive. “I’ll see these orders carried out myself if you won’t, my friend.”

“Well! I’ll do it—right away!” Porthos cried, hurrying off to execute the orders, glancing back often, half-expecting the Bishop of Vannes to stop him and bring him back to his senses. The alarm sounded; trumpets rang out, drums rolled, and the great bronze bell tolled ominously from its high belfry. People and soldiers quickly filled the dikes and jetties, while matches flickered in the hands of artillerymen standing behind the massive cannon set in their stone carriages.

When everyone was at their post and the defenses fully prepared, Porthos leaned over to Aramis and whispered, “Let me try to understand.”

“My friend, you’ll soon see clearly,” M. d’Herblay replied softly in answer to his lieutenant’s inquiry. “The fleet coming into the port of Belle-Isle, with its sails spread, is a royal fleet, isn’t it?”

“But with two kings in France, which one does this fleet serve?”

“Oh! Now you’ve opened my eyes,” Porthos exclaimed, taken aback at the idea. With new urgency, he sped off to the batteries to see his men and encourage them all to do their duty.

Meanwhile, Aramis, his gaze fixed on the horizon, watched the ships draw steadily closer. Townsfolk and soldiers, standing atop the rocky cliffs, could make out the masts, then the lower sails, and finally the hulls of the lighters, each bearing the royal flag of France. Night had fallen when one of these vessels, which had caused such excitement among Belle-Isle’s inhabitants, anchored within cannon range of shore. Despite the darkness, it was obvious a commotion was taking place on deck. A skiff was lowered, and three rowers, straining at their oars, made for the port, quickly reaching the base of the fort. The commander jumped ashore, waving a letter, eager to deliver it.

The man was immediately recognized by several soldiers as one of the island’s pilots. He was captain of one of the two barks kept by Aramis, though Porthos, anxious over the fate of the missing fishermen, had sent it to search for the lost boats. He asked to be taken to M. d’Herblay. At a sergeant’s signal, two soldiers came forward to escort him, and he walked between them. Aramis was waiting on the quay.

The messenger approached the Bishop of Vannes, darkness closing in despite the torches held high by soldiers on Aramis’s rounds. “Well, Jonathan, who sent you?”

“Monseigneur, I come from those who seized me.”

“Who seized you?”

“You know, monseigneur, that we went in search of our comrades.”

“Yes, and then?”

“Well, monseigneur, soon after, we were taken by a *chasse-maree* in the king’s service.”

“Ah!” Aramis said. “Which king?” Porthos asked, his curiosity piqued. Jonathan flinched at the sharpness of their questions.

“Speak!” insisted the bishop.

“We were captured, monseigneur, and grouped with those taken yesterday morning,” Jonathan replied.

“What was the reason for all of you being hunted down?” Porthos asked, still puzzled.

“Sir, it was to stop us from warning you,” Jonathan explained.

Porthos struggled to follow. “And they let you go today?” he asked.

“Only to tell you that we had been captured, monsieur,” Jonathan replied.

"Trouble upon trouble," thought Porthos, feeling the weight of their predicament.

Meanwhile, Aramis was deep in thought. “Hm!” he said, “so there’s a royal fleet blockading the coast?”

“Yes, monseigneur.”

“Who’s in command?”

“The captain of the king’s musketeers.”

“D’Artagnan?”

“D’Artagnan!” Porthos exclaimed. “I think that’s the name.”

“And did he give you this letter?”

“Yes, monseigneur.”

“Bring the torches closer.”

“It’s his handwriting,” Porthos observed. Aramis eagerly read the lines:

“Order of the king to take Belle-Isle; or to execute the garrison if they resist; order to capture all men of the garrison; signed, D’ARTAGNAN, who, the day before yesterday, arrested M. Fouquet in order to take him to the Bastille.”

Aramis went pale, crumpling the paper in his hands.

“What is it?” Porthos asked.

“Nothing, my friend, nothing.”

“Tell me, Jonathan.”

“Monseigneur?”

“Did you speak with M. d’Artagnan?”

“Yes, monseigneur.”

“What did he say?”

“He said that for more explanation, he would speak with you himself.”

“Where?”

“On board his own ship.”

“On board his ship!” Porthos repeated, his voice eager. “On board his ship!”

“M. le mousquetaire,” Jonathan continued, “told me to take you both in my canoe and bring you to him.”

“Let’s go at once!” Porthos said. “Dear D’Artagnan!”

But Aramis stopped him. “Are you crazy?” he cried. “Who knows if this isn’t a trap?”

“The other king’s trap?” Porthos asked, intrigued.

“A trap, yes! That’s what it could be, my friend.”

“Very likely; so what should we do? If D’Artagnan has summoned us—”

“How do we know D’Artagnan summoned us?”

“Well, but—his letter—”

“Letters are easily forged. This one feels strange—uncertain—”

“You’re always right; but for now, we’re still in the dark.”

Aramis was silent.

“It’s true,” Porthos admitted, “we don’t really want to know anything.”

“What do you want me to do?” Jonathan asked.

“You will return to the captain’s ship.”

“Yes, monseigneur.”

“And tell him that we request he come to the island himself.”

“Ah!

“I understand!” exclaimed Porthos.

“Yes, monseigneur,” Jonathan replied. “But what if the captain refuses to come ashore at Belle-Isle?”

“If he refuses, we’ll simply use our cannons,” Porthos declared.

“What! Against D’Artagnan?”

“If it is D’Artagnan, Porthos, he’ll come. Now go, Jonathan, go!”

“*Ma foi!* I don’t understand anything anymore,” Porthos murmured.

“I’ll explain everything, my dear friend; the time has come. Sit down on this gun carriage, open your ears, and listen close.”

“Oh! *Pardieu!* I’ll listen, no doubt of that.”

“May I go, monseigneur?” Jonathan called out.

“Yes, go, and come back with an answer. Let the canoe pass, you men there!” And the canoe set off again for the fleet. Aramis took Porthos by the hand and began his explanations.

# Chapter XLIII: Explanations by Aramis

“What I have to share with you, dear Porthos, may surprise you, but it could also prove enlightening.”  
“I do enjoy a good surprise,” Porthos replied warmly. “So please, don’t hold back.”  
"I am hardened against emotions; don’t be afraid—speak openly."  
"It's difficult, Porthos—truly difficult. I must warn you again: I have some very strange, extraordinary things to tell you."  
"Oh! You speak so well, my friend, that I could listen to you for days. Please, go on. Wait—I have an idea! To make it easier for you, I’ll ask questions to help guide your story."  
"I would appreciate that."  
"What are we fighting for, Aramis?"  
"If you keep asking questions like that—if you think interrupting my explanations will make things easier, Porthos, you’re mistaken. In fact, that’s the real heart of the matter. But with a man like you—good, generous, and devoted—the truth must be faced bravely. I have deceived you, my worthy friend."  
"You’ve deceived me!"  
"Good heavens!"  
“Yes.”  
“Was it for my sake, Aramis?”  
“I believed so, Porthos; I genuinely thought so, my friend.”  
“Then,” said the honest seigneur of Bracieux, “you have done me a service, and I thank you for it. If you hadn’t deceived me, I might have deceived myself. So, what exactly did you deceive me about?”  
“I was serving the usurper against whom Louis XIV is currently directing his efforts.”  
“The usurper!” Porthos exclaimed, scratching his head. “That is—well, I don’t quite understand!”  
“He is one of the two kings vying for the crown of France.”  
“Ah! So you were serving the one who is not Louis XIV?”  
“You’ve got it in one.”  
“It follows that—”  
“It follows that we are rebels, my poor friend.”  
“The devil! The devil!” cried Porthos, clearly disappointed. “Oh!  
"But, dear Porthos, stay calm. We will find a way out of this situation, trust me."  
“That’s not what troubles me,” Porthos replied. “What really weighs on my mind is that dreadful word: *rebels*.”  
“Ah, but—”  
“And so, according to this, the duchy that was promised to me—”  
“It was the usurper who was supposed to grant it to you.”  
“That’s not the same thing, Aramis,” Porthos declared, his tone grand. “My friend, if it had been up to me, you would have become a prince.”  

Porthos began to bite his nails in a melancholy fashion. “That’s where you’ve gone wrong,” he continued. “You deceived me; I had counted on that promised duchy. Oh, I truly believed in it, knowing you to be a man of your word, Aramis.”  
“Poor Porthos!”  
“Forgive me, I beg you!”  
“So, it seems,” Porthos continued, ignoring the bishop’s plea, “I’ve quite fallen out with Louis XIV?”  
“Oh! I’ll take care of everything, my good friend. I’ll handle it all myself!”  
“Aramis!”  
“No, no, Porthos, I beg you, let me take charge. No false generosity! No misguided devotion! You were unaware of my plans.”  
"You did nothing for yourself. With me, it’s different. I alone am the architect of this story. I needed my inseparable companion; I called for you, and you answered, remembering our timeless motto: ‘All for one, one for all.’ My only fault is that I am an egotist.”  
“Now that’s a word I can appreciate,” Porthos replied. “And since you acted only for your own interests, I can’t hold it against you. It’s only natural.”

With this profound statement, Porthos warmly grasped his friend’s hand. In the presence of such genuine nobility, Aramis couldn’t help but feel his own inadequacy. It was the second time he found himself humbled by a genuine superiority of heart, which is much more powerful than mere brilliance of mind. He responded with a silent but firm grip, acknowledging his friend’s affection.

“Now that we’ve cleared the air and I fully understand our situation regarding Louis XIV, I think it’s time for you to explain the political intrigue that has ensnared us. It’s clear to me that there’s a conspiracy at play here,” Porthos said.  
“Ah, my dear Porthos, D’Artagnan is on his way and will lay out all the details for you. But forgive me—I’m deeply troubled and weighed down by worry. I need all my energy and clarity of thought to free you from the difficult position I’ve unintentionally put you in. However, your situation is now unmistakably clear. Louis XIV has only one enemy left: me. Just me. I’ve made you a prisoner, but today, I set you free. You can return to your prince.”  
"You see, Porthos, there isn’t a single difficulty in all this."  
"Really?" Porthos replied, confidence brimming in his voice. "I’m quite certain of it."  
"Then why," Porthos continued, demonstrating his admirable common sense, "if we’re in such an easy position, are we preparing cannons, muskets, and all sorts of weapons? It seems much simpler to approach Captain d’Artagnan and say, 'My dear friend, we were mistaken; that error can be corrected. Open the door for us, let us pass through, and we’ll take our leave.'"  
"Ah! That!" Aramis said, shaking his head.  
"Why do you say 'that'? Are you not in favor of my plan, my friend?"  
"I see a problem with it."  
"What is it?"  
"The possibility that d’Artagnan may arrive with orders that force us to defend ourselves."  
"What!"  
“Defend ourselves against D’Artagnan? What madness! Against the noble D’Artagnan!”  

Aramis shook his head again. “Porthos,” he finally said, “if I’ve had the matches lit and the guns aimed, if I’ve sounded the alarm and called every man to his post on the ramparts—those sturdy ramparts of Belle-Isle that you have so expertly fortified—it was not without reason. Wait to judge; or rather, no, don’t wait—”  
“What can I do?”  
“If I knew, my friend, I would tell you.”  
“But there’s something much simpler than defending ourselves: a boat, and we could escape to France—where—”  
“My dear friend,” Aramis said, a bittersweet smile crossing his face, “let’s not reason like children; let’s be men in both thought and action. But listen! I hear someone calling at the port.”  
“Attention, Porthos! Serious attention!”  
“It must be D’Artagnan,” Porthos replied, his voice booming as he walked toward the parapet.  
“Yes, it’s me,” the captain of the musketeers called out, quickly climbing the steps of the mole and soon reaching the small esplanade where his two friends awaited him. As he drew near, Porthos and Aramis noticed an officer closely following D’Artagnan, keeping step with him.

D’Artagnan paused halfway up the stairs, and his companions did the same. “Have your men fall back,” he instructed Porthos and Aramis. “Let them move out of earshot.” Porthos promptly relayed the order, and the men obeyed without hesitation.

D’Artagnan turned to the man trailing him.  
“Monsieur,” he said, “we’re no longer aboard the king’s fleet, where just moments ago you spoke to me with such arrogance.”  
“Monsieur,” the officer replied, “I did not speak arrogantly; I was merely following orders. I was told to accompany you, and so I do. I have been ordered not to let you communicate with anyone without my oversight, which means I must overhear your conversations.”  

D’Artagnan trembled with rage, while Porthos and Aramis, who overheard this exchange, felt a wave of uneasiness and fear. D’Artagnan, biting his mustache—a gesture signaling his growing frustration—approached the officer. “Monsieur,” he said in a low voice, so calm it was almost threatening, “when I sent a canoe here, you wanted to know what I wrote to the defenders of Belle-Isle.”  
You issued an order to that effect, and in turn, I immediately showed you the note I had written. When the skipper of the boat I sent returned, and I received the replies from these two gentlemen” (he gestured toward Aramis and Porthos), “you heard every word the messenger conveyed. Everything was clearly outlined in your orders and was carried out to the letter, wasn’t it?”  
“Yes, monsieur,” the officer stammered, “yes, without a doubt, but—”  
“Monsieur,” D’Artagnan continued, growing more intense, “when I expressed my intention to leave my vessel and cross to Belle-Isle, you insisted on coming along. I didn’t object; I brought you with me. You are now at Belle-Isle, aren’t you?”  
“Yes, monsieur; but—”  
“But the issue at hand is no longer about M. Colbert, who gave you that order, or whoever else you’re serving. The matter now concerns a man who is in my way.

D’Artagnan stood on steps where the waves lapped at his feet—a precarious position indeed. "A bad position for you, monsieur! I warn you."  
"But, monsieur," the officer replied, his voice shaky and low, "if I am a burden to you, it is only because of my duty—"  
"Monsieur, you or those who sent you have made a serious mistake by insulting me. It’s done now. I cannot seek redress from those who employ you; they are either unknown to me or far beyond my reach. But you are here, within my grasp, and I swear to you that if you step back a single step when I raise my feet to approach those gentlemen, I will split your head in two with my sword and throw you into the water. Oh!"  
“It will happen! It will happen! I have only been angry six times in my life, monsieur, and on each of those five occasions, *I killed my man*.”  

The officer stood still, his face growing pale at this grim warning. Yet he replied simply, “Monsieur, you are mistaken to act against my orders.”  

Atop the parapet, Porthos and Aramis stood frozen, their hearts racing. “Good D’Artagnan, be careful!” they shouted.  

D’Artagnan gestured for silence, then, with a calm that belied the tension, raised his foot to climb the stairs. He turned, sword in hand, to see if the officer followed. The officer made the sign of the cross and stepped up behind him. Porthos and Aramis, knowing their friend too well, gasped and rushed down, fearing the blow they expected. But D’Artagnan shifted his sword to his left hand.

“Monsieur,” he said to the officer, his voice trembling with emotion, “you are a brave man.”  
"You will better understand what I’m about to say."  
“Speak, Monsieur d’Artagnan, speak,” replied the officer. “Those gentlemen we just saw, against whom you have orders, are my friends.”  
“I know they are, monsieur.”  
“You can see why I might hesitate to act on your instructions.”  
“I understand your reluctance.”  
“Very well; then allow me to speak with them privately.”  
“Monsieur d’Artagnan, if I grant your request, I will be breaking my word. But if I refuse, I risk offending you. I prefer one difficulty over the other. Speak with your friends, but please do not think less of me for doing this as a favor to you, someone I truly respect. Please, do not judge me harshly for this unworthy act I am compelled to commit for your sake.”  

D’Artagnan, visibly moved, put his arm around the young man’s shoulders before going over to his friends. The officer, wrapped in his cloak, sat on the damp, weed-covered steps.

“Well!” D’Artagnan said to his friends, “that’s my situation; judge for yourselves.” The three embraced, just as they had in the glorious days of their youth.  
“What do all these preparations mean?” Porthos asked, frowning in confusion.  
“You should have some idea of what they mean,” D’Artagnan replied.  
“Not at all, I assure you, my dear captain. In truth, I’ve done nothing, and neither has Aramis,” the good baron quickly added.

D’Artagnan shot a reproachful look at the prelate—a look that pierced through even his hard exterior.  
“Dear Porthos!” exclaimed the Bishop of Vannes.  
“You see what’s being plotted against you,” D’Artagnan continued. “They’re intercepting all boats coming to or leaving Belle-Isle.”  
Your means of escape has been seized. If you had tried to flee, you would have been caught by the cruisers that patrol the seas all around, always ready to trap you. The king wants you captured, and he will see it done.

D’Artagnan tugged at his gray mustache in frustration. Aramis’s expression darkened, while Porthos simmered with anger. “Here’s what I had in mind,” D’Artagnan continued. “I wanted to bring you both onboard, to keep you close, and to restore your freedom. But now, who can say what awaits me when I return to my ship? I might find a superior officer waiting, or secret orders ready to strip me of my command and hand it over to someone else—someone who could decide our fates without any hope of rescue.”  
“We must stay at Belle-Isle,” Aramis declared firmly. “And I assure you, I will not surrender easily.” Porthos remained quiet, still simmering with anger.

D’Artagnan noticed his friend's silence. “I have one more test for this officer, this brave man beside me. His courageous resistance makes me trust him; it proves him honest. Though he may be my enemy, he is a thousand times better than a coward. Let’s see if we can learn from him what his instructions are—what his orders allow or forbid.”  
“Let’s try,” Aramis replied. D’Artagnan approached the parapet, leaned toward the mole’s steps, and called to the officer, who quickly came forward.

“Monsieur,” D’Artagnan began, after exchanging the customary courtesies between gentlemen who respect each other, “if I wanted to take these gentlemen away from here, what would you do?”  
“I wouldn’t resist, monsieur; but I have strict orders to put them under guard, so I would have to detain them.”  
“Ah!” D’Artagnan exclaimed. “That’s that,” Aramis said gloomily.  

Porthos remained silent. “But we must take Porthos,” said the Bishop of Vannes. “He can explain to the king—with your help, Monsieur d’Artagnan—that he took no part in this matter.”  
“Hmm,” D’Artagnan replied. “Will you come with me, Porthos? The king is merciful.”  
“I need time to think,” Porthos said.  
“You’re staying here, then?”  
“Until we receive fresh orders,” Aramis replied energetically. “And I believe that won’t be long, as I already have an idea.”  
“Then let’s say our goodbyes,” Aramis said. “But seriously, my dear Porthos, you should go.”  
“No,” Porthos replied curtly.  
“As you wish,” Aramis said, a touch hurt by Porthos’s somber mood. “But I am reassured by D’Artagnan’s promise of an idea—one I think I’ve already guessed.”  
“Let’s hear it,” said the musketeer, leaning closer to Aramis. The latter whispered a few words quickly, to which D’Artagnan responded, “That’s it, exactly.”  
“Foolproof!” Aramis exclaimed. “Just be careful when this decision stirs emotions, Aramis.”  
“Oh!  
“Don’t worry.”  
“Now, monsieur,” D’Artagnan said to the officer, “thank you—thank you a thousand times! You’ve gained three friends for life.”  
“Yes,” Aramis added. Porthos remained silent, just bowing. After warmly embracing his two old friends, D’Artagnan left Belle-Isle with the inseparable companion that M. Colbert assigned to him. So, aside from the explanation that the good-natured Porthos had been willing to accept, nothing visible had changed in the fate of any of them.

“Only,” Aramis remarked, “there’s D’Artagnan’s idea.”

D’Artagnan did not return to the ship without deeply considering the idea he had discovered. As we know, whatever D’Artagnan chose to examine, daylight was bound to reveal. The officer, now silent again, had plenty of time to reflect. By the time he stepped aboard his vessel, anchored within cannon range of the island, the captain of the musketeers had already gathered all his defensive and offensive resources. He quickly assembled his council, consisting of the officers under his command—eight in all: a chief of the maritime forces, a major overseeing artillery, an engineer known to us, and four lieutenants. Once assembled, D’Artagnan stood, removed his hat, and addressed them:

“Gentlemen, I have reconnoitered Belle-Île-en-Mer and found it well-fortified with a solid garrison. Further, preparations have been made for a defense that could be quite difficult.”  
"I plan to summon two leading officers from the fort so we may speak with them. By getting them away from their men and guns, we’ll be in a better position to negotiate, especially by means of rational discussion. Would you not agree, gentlemen?"  
The major of artillery stood up. "Monsieur," he said, respectfully but firmly, "I’ve heard you say the fort is preparing a strong defense. That shows, as you know, that they intend to rebel."

D’Artagnan was visibly thrown by this comment, but he was not easily rattled. He continued, "Monsieur, your point is valid. However, you may not know that Belle-Isle is a fief belonging to M. Fouquet; previous monarchs gave the seigneurs of Belle-Isle the right to arm their people.” The major shifted. “Oh! Please, don’t interrupt," D’Artagnan added. “You’re about to point out that the right to defend themselves against the English does not include defending against their king. But I am assuming it’s not M. Fouquet presently in charge of Belle-Isle, as I arrested M. Fouquet the day before yesterday. As things stand, the people and defenders of Belle-Isle don’t know about this arrest. Telling them would be pointless; the event is so abrupt and extraordinary that they simply wouldn’t believe it. A Breton serves his master, not his masters; he remains loyal until he sees his master’s corpse. To my knowledge, the Bretons haven’t seen M. Fouquet’s body. It’s no wonder they refuse anything that isn’t M. Fouquet or his signature.”  
The major nodded in agreement.

“That is why,” D’Artagnan continued, “I plan to invite two key officers from the garrison on board my ship. They’ll meet you, gentlemen; they’ll see our strength. This will give them a real sense of what they’re facing and the consequences if they choose to resist. We will assure them, on our honor, that M. Fouquet is a prisoner, and any resistance will only hurt their own cause. We’ll warn them that with the first cannon fired, any hope of royal mercy is lost. Faced with that ultimatum, I am confident they will surrender. They’ll hand over the fort without fighting, letting us gain control in a way that would otherwise cost us dearly.

The officer who had accompanied D’Artagnan to Belle-Isle prepared to speak, but D’Artagnan stopped him. “I know what you want to say, monsieur. I understand the king has issued an order to prevent any secret communication with the defenders of Belle-Isle, and that’s exactly why I’ll only discuss things openly with my staff present.”

With a nod to his officers, who were well aware of his authority, D’Artagnan made his intentions clear. The officers glanced at one another, silently weighing the proposal, clearly ready to support D’Artagnan if they agreed. Already, the captain felt joy at the thought of sending a ship to Porthos and Aramis. However, the king’s officer took a folded paper from his pocket and handed it to D’Artagnan. The paper was marked with the number 1.

“What, more?” the astonished captain muttered.  
“Read, monsieur,” the officer replied, his politeness now tinged with regret.

D’Artagnan, filled with suspicion, unfolded the note and read: “Prohibition to M. d’Artagnan to assemble any council or deliberate in any manner until Belle-Isle is surrendered and the prisoners executed.”  
“Signed—LOUIS.”

D’Artagnan suppressed the wave of impatience that threatened to overtake him and managed a courteous smile.  
“That is well, monsieur,” he replied. “The king’s orders will be obeyed.”

# Chapter XLIV: The Consequences of the King’s Ideas and D’Artagnan’s Reflections

The blow was direct, severe, and potentially fatal. Though D’Artagnan was furious at having been outmaneuvered by the king’s orders, he refused to give in to despair. Instead, he thought about the idea he had brought back from Belle-Isle and began working on new strategies for his friends’ safety.

“Gentlemen,” he said suddenly, “since the king has given his secret orders to someone besides myself, it must mean I no longer have his confidence. I would truly be unworthy of it if I were to accept a command under such damaging suspicions.”  
"Therefore, I will go immediately to deliver my resignation to the king. I

# Chapter XLVI: The Son of Biscarrat

The Bretons of the Isle were immensely proud of their victory, though Aramis did little to encourage such feelings. “What will happen,” he said to Porthos after everyone had returned home, “is that the king’s anger will be sparked by news of this resistance. These brave men will be decimated or executed when they’re captured, which is inevitable.”

“So, in the end, what we did amounts to nothing,” Porthos replied.

“For now, perhaps,” the bishop answered. “But we have a prisoner from whom we can learn our enemies’ plans.”

“Yes, let’s question the prisoner,” Porthos suggested. “The method is simple. We’re going to supper; we’ll invite him to join us, and as he drinks, he’ll talk.”

They proceeded with the plan. At first, the officer was a bit uneasy, but he soon relaxed when he realized the character of his captors. He shared, without fear of compromising himself, everything he knew about D’Artagnan’s resignation and departure. However, he fell silent when it came to the new commander’s orders for a surprise attack on Belle-Isle.

Aramis and Porthos exchanged a glance that revealed their despair. They could no longer rely on D’Artagnan’s resourcefulness—there would be no further aid to draw on in the face of defeat. Continuing his questioning, Aramis asked the prisoner what the commanders of the expedition intended to do with the leaders of Belle-Isle. “The orders are,” the prisoner replied, “to kill *during* combat or hang *afterward*.”

Porthos and Aramis exchanged another look, their faces reddening. “I’m too slender for the gallows,” Aramis remarked. “People like me aren’t hanged.”

“And I’m too heavy,” Porthos said. “People like me break the rope.”

“I am sure,” the prisoner said gallantly, “that we could have arranged the kind of death you’d prefer.”

“A thousand thanks!” Aramis replied, his tone serious. Porthos nodded in acknowledgment.

“One more glass of wine to your health,” he said, raising his glass as he drank. The conversation with the officer flowed easily from one subject to another. He was an intelligent gentleman, drawn in by Aramis’s wit and Porthos’s warm-hearted *bonhomie*.

“Pardon me,” he interjected, “if I ask a question; but men on their sixth bottle are allowed to let their tongues run a bit.”

“Ask away!” Porthos exclaimed. “Go ahead!”

“Speak,” Aramis urged. “Were you not, gentlemen, both musketeers in the service of the late king?”

“Yes, monsieur, and among the best, if I may say so,” Porthos replied. “In fact, I would claim we were the finest soldiers, messieurs, if I didn’t fear it might diminish my father’s memory.”

“Your father?” Aramis exclaimed.

“Do you know what my name is?”

“*Ma foi!* No, monsieur; but tell us, and—”

“I am called Georges de Biscarrat.”

“Oh!” exclaimed Porthos, his eyes widening. “Biscarrat! Do you remember that name, Aramis?”

“Biscarrat!” the bishop pondered. “It seems familiar—”

“Try to remember, monsieur,” the officer urged. “*Pardieu!* That won’t take long,” Porthos replied. “Biscarrat—known as Cardinal—one of the four who interrupted us the day we became friends with D’Artagnan, sword in hand.”

“Exactly, gentlemen.”

“The only one,” Aramis interjected eagerly, “we weren’t able to scratch.”

“So, a formidable opponent?” the prisoner inquired.

"That’s true! Most true!" both friends exclaimed together. "*Ma foi!* Monsieur Biscarrat, we are delighted to meet the son of such a brave man."

Biscarrat grasped the hands extended by the two musketeers. Aramis glanced at Porthos, as if to say, "Here’s a man who will help us," and without hesitation, he said, "Admit it, monsieur, it must feel good to have once been such a man."

"My father always said so, monsieur."

"Also admit that it’s a sad situation you’re in—falling in with men destined for the gallows or the firing squad, only to realize they’re old acquaintances, even hereditary friends."

"Oh! You aren’t fated for such a terrible end, messieurs and friends!" the young man replied earnestly. "Bah!

“You said it yourself.”

“I said that earlier, when I didn’t know you. But now that I do, I can assure you—you can escape that grim fate if you choose!”

“How—if we choose?” echoed Aramis, his eyes shining with intelligence as he looked between the prisoner and Porthos.

“Provided,” Porthos interjected, looking resolutely at M. Biscarrat and the bishop, “that nothing dishonorable is asked of us.”

“Nothing at all will be required of you, gentlemen,” the officer replied. “What could they possibly want from you? If they find you, they’ll kill you—that’s certain. So, your best option, gentlemen, is not to be found.”

“I believe I’m not mistaken,” Porthos said with dignity. “It seems clear to me that if they want to find us, they’ll have to come here.”

“In that, you’re absolutely right, my good friend,” Aramis responded, often glancing at Biscarrat, whose expression had grown silent and tense. “Monsieur de Biscarrat, you want to say something to us, to propose an idea, but you hesitate—is that it?”

“Ah! Gentlemen and friends!

"It’s because by speaking, I’d betray the watchword. But listen! I hear a voice that frees mine by speaking louder."

"Cannon!" exclaimed Porthos. "Cannon and musket fire too!" cried the bishop. As they heard the ominous sound of battle echoing among the distant rocks—sounds they had thought finished:

"What can that be?" Porthos asked. "Eh!"

“*Pardieu!*” cried Aramis. “That’s just what I expected.”

“What do you mean?”

“That your attack was just a decoy. Isn’t that right, monsieur? While your companions allowed themselves to be repulsed, you were sure of landing on the other side of the island.”

“Oh, several times, monsieur.”

“We’re lost, then,” said the Bishop of Vannes, calmly.

“Lost? That may be,” replied Seigneur de Pierrefonds, “but we’re not captured or about to be executed.” With that, he rose from the table, went to the wall, and calmly retrieved his sword and pistols. He examined them with the expert care of a seasoned soldier preparing for battle, fully aware that his life depended on the readiness of his weapons.

At the sound of cannon fire and the news of a maneuver that could turn the island over to the royal troops, the terrified crowd rushed to the fort, hoping for guidance and support from their leaders.

Aramis, pale and downcast, stood between two flambeaux at the window overlooking the main courtyard, where soldiers awaited orders and distressed citizens begged for help. “My friends,” D’Herblay began, his voice grave and resonant, “M. Fouquet—your protector, your friend, your father—has been arrested by the king’s order and imprisoned in the Bastille.”

A sustained roar of vengeful fury surged up to the window where the bishop stood, enveloping him in a powerful wave of emotion. “Avenge Monsieur Fouquet!” cried the most passionate in the crowd. “Death to the royalists!”

“No, my friends,” Aramis replied solemnly. “No, my friends; there must be no resistance. The king is master of his kingdom. The king is God’s instrument.”

The king and God have both turned against M. Fouquet. Bow to the will of God. Love both God and the king, for they have acted against M. Fouquet. But do not seek revenge for your lord; do not even consider avenging him.

"You would only be throwing away your lives—your own, your wives’ and children’s, your property, your freedom. Lay down your arms, my friends—lay down your arms! The king commands it, and I beg you to return quietly to your homes. I ask it of you; I plead with you; at this critical hour, I give you this order, in the name of M. Fouquet."

The crowd below the window erupted in prolonged cries of anger and fear. "The soldiers of Louis XIV..."

“Have they landed on the island?” Aramis continued. “From now on, it’s no longer a battle—they would massacre you. So leave, I order you, in the name of the Lord of Hosts!”

The mutineers withdrew slowly, subdued and silent. “What were you saying just now, my friend?” Porthos asked. Biscarrat turned to the bishop, saying, “Monsieur, you might save all these people, but by doing so, you will not save yourself or your friend.”

“Monsieur de Biscarrat,” the Bishop of Vannes replied, his tone both noble and courteous, “I kindly ask you to reclaim your freedom.”

“I am more than willing, monsieur; but—”

“Doing so would benefit us. When you tell the king’s lieutenant of the islanders’ surrender, perhaps you could request some leniency for us by explaining how they came to submit.”

“Leniency?” Porthos exclaimed, his eyes flashing in indignation. “What do you mean by that?”

Aramis gave Porthos a firm nudge on the elbow—a gesture from their youth, a silent warning that he was about to make a mistake.

Porthos understood and fell silent at once. “I’ll go, messieurs,” Biscarrat replied, a bit taken aback by the proud musketeer’s use of the word “mercy”—a word he had just applauded when describing his father’s heroism. “Go, then, Monsieur Biscarrat,” Aramis said, bowing slightly. “And as you leave, accept our most sincere thanks.”

“But you, messieurs, whom I am honored to call my friends—what will become of you in the meantime?” the officer asked, clearly anxious at parting from the two former adversaries of his father. “We will stay here,” they assured him.

“But, *mon Dieu!*—the orders are clear and strict.”

“I am the bishop of Vannes, Monsieur de Biscarrat; they wouldn’t shoot a bishop, just as they wouldn’t hang a gentleman.”

“Ah, yes, monsieur—yes, monseigneur,” Biscarrat replied. “You’re right; there’s still that chance for you. Then I’ll go and see the commander of the expedition, the king’s lieutenant.”

"Farewell, gentlemen! Or rather, until we meet again, I hope."

The noble officer, mounting a horse provided by Aramis, rode toward the sound of cannon fire, which had driven the crowd into the fort and cut short the conversation between the friends and their prisoner. Aramis watched him go, and when he was alone with Porthos, he said,

"Well, do you understand now?"

"Not at all," Porthos replied.

"Did Biscarrat cause you any trouble here?"

"No, he’s a brave fellow."

"True, but does everyone need to know about the grotto of Locmaria?"

"Ah! That’s right, that’s it—I see now. We’re escaping through the cavern."

"If you please," Aramis exclaimed cheerfully.

“Let’s go, my friend Porthos; our boat is waiting for us. King Louis hasn’t caught us—*yet*.”

```markdown
# Chapter XLVII: The Grotto of Locmaria

The cavern of Locmaria was far enough from the pier that our friends had to ration their strength to reach it. Night had fallen; midnight had already struck at the fort. Porthos and Aramis carried the weight of money and weapons.

They crossed the heath stretching between the pier and the cavern, listening carefully to every sound to avoid any ambush. Occasionally, they spotted fugitives fleeing from the interior, driven by news of the royal troops’ landing. Aramis and Porthos, concealed behind a jagged rock, strained to catch the words of these frightened people as they hurried past, clutching their most valued possessions. While listening to their complaints, the two friends tried to glean any useful information.

At last, after a quick journey marked by cautious pauses, they reached the deep grottoes where the prophetic bishop of Vannes had arranged for a boat to be hidden—one that could brave the sea during this fair season. “My good friend,” Porthos said, panting, “it looks like we’ve arrived. But I thought you mentioned three men—three servants—were supposed to join us.”

“I can’t see them—where are they?”

“Why would you see them, Porthos?” Aramis replied. “They’re most likely waiting for us inside the cavern, probably resting after their hard work.”

Aramis stopped Porthos, who was about to go in. “Would you allow me, my friend,” he said to the giant, “to go first? I know the signal I gave these men; if they don’t hear it, they might fire at you or strike with their knives in the dark.”

“Go on, then, Aramis; lead the way—your wisdom and caution are excellent. But I must admit, that fatigue you mentioned is returning.”

"It has come over me again."

Aramis left Porthos seated at the entrance of the grotto and, bowing his head, ventured farther in, mimicking the cry of an owl. A soft, plaintive cooing—like a faint echo—answered from the depths of the cave. Aramis moved cautiously forward, stopping when he heard the same cry he’d made, now coming from just ten paces away.

"Are you there, Yves?" the bishop called out.

"Yes, monseigneur; Goenne is here as well. His son is with us."

"That’s good."

“Are all preparations made?”

“Yes, monseigneur.”

“Go to the entrance of the grottoes, good Yves. There you’ll find the Seigneur de Pierrefonds, who is resting from our journey. If he can’t walk, lift him up and bring him to me.”

The three men obeyed, though the order was unnecessary. Porthos, revived, had already begun his descent, his heavy footsteps echoing in the caverns supported by columns of porphyry and granite. Once the Seigneur de Bracieux joined the bishop, the Bretons lit a lantern they had brought. Porthos assured his friend he felt as strong as ever.

“Let’s inspect the boat,” said Aramis, “and see what it can hold.”

“Careful with the light,” advised Yves, the skipper. “As you asked, monseigneur, I put the barrel of powder and the musket charges you sent from the fort under the bench in the rear.”

“Very good,” replied Aramis. He took the lantern and thoroughly examined every part of the canoe, displaying the calm confidence of someone used to danger.

The canoe was long and lightweight, drawing little water, with a slender keel—one of those expertly crafted at Belle-Isle. Slightly high at the sides, it was stable in the water and easily maneuverable, fitted with planks to form a makeshift deck in uncertain weather, letting waves glide over and shielding the rowers. Under the benches at the bow and stern, Aramis found two sealed cases of bread, biscuits, dried fruits, a quarter of bacon, and ample water in leather bottles—enough supplies for those who planned to stay near the coast and resupply as needed.

For arms, they had eight muskets and as many horse pistols, all in good working order and loaded. There were spare oars in case of accidents, along with a small sail called a *trinquet*, which would help boost speed for the rowers when the wind was light. After inspecting everything and feeling satisfied, Aramis said, “Let’s ask Porthos whether we should try to get the canoe out through the hidden exit of the grotto, following the slope and the shadows of the cave, or if it would be better to bring it out into the open air through the bushes, leveling out the path down the small beach, which is only twenty feet high and has three or four fathoms of good water on a solid bottom at high tide.”

“It’s your call, monseigneur,” answered skipper Yves respectfully. “But I doubt maneuvering our boat in the darkness of the cavern will be as easy as taking it into the open air. I know the beach well—it’s as smooth as a lawn. Inside the grotto, though, it’s rough. Plus, monseigneur, at the end we’ll face the trench to the sea, and the canoe might not fit through.”

“I’ve calculated it,” the bishop replied confidently. “I’m sure it will pass.”

“Very well; I hope it does, monseigneur,” Yves went on. “But you know that to get it to the end of the trench, we’ll have to lift a massive stone—the one the fox always passes under, which blocks the trench like a door.”

“We’ll lift it,” Porthos interjected. “That’s no trouble.”

“Oh!

“I know Monseigneur has the strength of ten men,” replied Yves, “but that would be quite a feat, even for him.”

“I think the skipper may be right,” Aramis said. “Let’s try the open-air exit.”

“Especially since, Monseigneur,” the fisherman added, “we can’t set off before dawn. It will be hard work, and as soon as day breaks, we’ll need a lookout stationed outside the grotto to keep watch over the lighters or cruisers searching for us.”

“Yes, yes, Yves, you make good points; we’ll go by way of the beach.”

The three robust Bretons set to work, arranging rollers under the boat, preparing to move it when the distant sound of dogs barking echoed from deep inside the island. Aramis rushed out of the grotto, with Porthos right behind him. Dawn had just begun to tint the waves and the plain with hues of purple and white; beneath the pale sunrise, the melancholy fir trees waved their slender branches over the pebbles, as flocks of crows skimmed their black wings over the sparkling buckwheat fields. In another quarter of an hour, it would be full daylight; the awakening of birds signaled the change to all of nature. The barking that had interrupted the fishermen—and drawn Aramis and Porthos from the cave—now seemed to come from a deep gorge, about a league from the grotto.

“It’s a pack of hounds,” Porthos observed. “They’re on a scent.”

“Who would be hunting at this hour?” Aramis wondered.

“And in this direction, too,” continued Porthos, “near where the royalist army is expected.”

“The noise is coming closer. Yes, you’re right, Porthos; the hounds are on a scent. But Yves!” called Aramis, “come here! Come quickly!”

Yves hurried over, dropping the cylinder he’d been about to place under the boat when the bishop’s call interrupted him. “What’s this hunt about, skipper?” asked Porthos. “Eh!”

“Monseigneur, I can’t explain it,” answered the Breton. “Not at a time like this; the Seigneur de Locmaria wouldn’t be hunting now. Still, the dogs—”

“Maybe they escaped from the kennel,” Aramis suggested.

“No,” Goenne responded. “These aren’t the Seigneur de Locmaria’s hounds.”

“Just to be safe,” Aramis suggested, “let’s get back into the grotto. The voices are getting closer; soon, we’ll know what we’re facing.”

They stepped back inside, but had only moved a hundred paces into the darkness when a sound—a hoarse gasp of distress—echoed through the cave. Breathless and panic-stricken, a fox darted past them like lightning, leaping over the boat before disappearing into the shadows, leaving a sharp, sour scent behind in the low archways of the cave.

“The fox!” the Bretons exclaimed, their voices filled with the excitement of natural hunters.

“Cursed bad luck!” cried the bishop. “Our hiding place is found.”

“How?” asked Porthos. “Are you afraid of a fox?”

“Eh! My friend, what do you mean?”

“Why focus on the fox? It’s not just the fox, *pardieu!* Don’t you see, Porthos, that after the fox come the hounds, and after the hounds come the hunters?”

Porthos lowered his eyes. Just then, as if to confirm Aramis’s words, the sound of the pursuing hounds swept nearer, swift and menacing. Six foxhounds rushed onto the little heath, their triumphant barks echoing. “There are the dogs, without a doubt!” Aramis called from his lookout behind a split in the rocks. “But who are the hunters?”

“If it’s the Seigneur de Locmaria,” the sailor answered, “he’ll let his dogs drive the fox into the grotto. He knows their ways and won’t come in himself, sure the fox will exit out the other side; that’s where he’ll wait.”

“It’s not the Seigneur de Locmaria who’s hunting,” Aramis said, his face paling despite all his self-control.

“Who is it, then?” Porthos asked. “Look!”

He pressed his eye to the crack and spotted about a dozen horsemen at the top of a knoll, spurring their mounts on after the dogs, shouting, “*Taiaut! taiaut!*”

“The guards!” he shouted. “Yes, my friend, the king’s guards.”

“The king’s guards? Are you sure, monseigneur?” the Bretons gasped, their faces going pale. “With Biscarrat at their head, riding my gray horse,” Aramis added.

At that moment, the hounds rushed into the grotto like a battering ram, their deafening baying filling the cave. “Ah! The devil!” Aramis exclaimed, regaining his composure in the face of this undeniable danger. “I know we’re lost, but there is still one chance. If the guards following their hounds realize there’s an exit at the back of this grotto, we’re finished. The moment they come in, they’ll see us and our boat. The dogs cannot leave the cavern.”

“Their masters must not get inside.”

“Exactly,” Porthos agreed.

# Chapter XLIX: An Homeric Song

Now, it’s time to look to the other camp and give a vivid picture of both the fighters and the battleground. Aramis and Porthos reached the grotto of Locmaria, expecting to find their canoe ready and waiting, along with their three Breton helpers. Their first plan had been to move the canoe through the small exit of the cavern, hiding both their preparations and their escape. However, the sudden arrival of a fox and its hounds forced them to stay hidden.

The grotto reached nearly a hundred *toises* to a gentle slope above a creek. Once a temple to Celtic gods, back when Belle-Isle was called Kalonese, this grotto had seen more than one human sacrifice in its shadowy depths. The entrance to the cave sloped moderately, framed by twisted rocks forming a strange arch. Inside, the ground was uneven and hazardous; the ceiling rose and dipped, divided into several sections, each joined by rough, jagged stairs cut into the stone pillars jutting from the walls.

In the third section, the ceiling dipped so low and the passage narrowed so much that the canoe could barely fit without scraping against the sides. Yet, in desperate times, wood can bend and even stone can yield to human determination.

Such was Aramis’s thought when, after a fierce fight, he decided to flee—a risky escape, as not all of their assailants had fallen. If they managed to launch the boat, they would have to do it in broad daylight, with their enemies aware of how few they were and ready to pursue the victors. After two shots had killed ten men, Aramis, who knew every twist and turn of the grotto, set out to survey the area through the smoke, counting the rest of the attackers. He quickly ordered the canoe to be moved on rollers toward the great stone blocking their escape.

Porthos summoned all his strength, lifting the canoe with ease while the Bretons hurried it along the rollers. They reached the third chamber and the huge stone blocking the exit. Porthos gripped the stone at its base, set his mighty shoulder against it, and heaved, making the wall crack. A cloud of dust cascaded from above, mixing with the remains of countless generations of seabirds, whose nests stuck to the rocks like cement.

With a third shove, the stone finally shifted, swaying briefly before coming to rest. Porthos braced his foot and pushed harder, breaking the block loose from the chalky hinge. When the stone tumbled away, sunlight poured into the cavern, shining over the blue sea to the utter delight of the Bretons. They eagerly started to lift the boat over the threshold, just twenty more *toises* before sliding it into the ocean. Meanwhile, the enemy company arrived, marshaled by their captain for either an escalade or an assault.

Aramis observed the scene, carefully studying what was at stake for his friends. He noted the reinforcements, tallied the soldiers, and quickly realized the extreme danger a fresh fight would bring. Escaping by sea as the cavern was being invaded was impossible. The daylight pouring into the last chambers had revealed the boat being rolled toward the water, with two rebels within easy musket range. A single shot could sink the boat or strike its crew.

Moreover, even if the boat managed to get away, how could they prevent an alarm being raised? How could the royal lighters not be alerted? What could keep the fragile canoe—chased at sea and watched from the shore—from being overtaken before noon?

Aramis, his fingers pulling at his gray hair in frustration, called on both heaven and hell for aid. He turned to Porthos, who was working harder than anyone—man or wood. “My friend,” he said, “our foes have just had reinforcements arrive.”

“Ah, ah!” said Porthos calmly. “What shall we do, then?”

“To keep fighting,” Aramis said, “would be dangerous.”

“Yes,” agreed Porthos. “It’s hard to imagine that, out of two of us, at least one wouldn’t be killed; and if one fell, the other would likely be lost too.” He spoke with a fearless heroism that only grew stronger as danger increased, and Aramis felt his resolve rise as well. “We won’t be killed if you follow my advice, dear Porthos.”

“What’s your idea?”

“They’re coming down into the grotto.”

“Yes.”

“We could take out about fifteen, but no more.”

“How many are there in all?” Porthos asked. “They brought seventy-five men.”

“Seventy-five plus five—that’s eighty. Ah!” sighed Porthos.

“If they all fire at once, they’ll hit us with a storm of bullets.”

“Exactly.”

“And besides,” Aramis added, “the explosion could cause sections of the cavern to collapse.”

“True,” Porthos replied. “A chunk of rock just scraped my shoulder.”

“See? It’s a real possibility.”

“Oh, it’s nothing.”

“We must decide quickly. The Bretons are still pushing the canoe toward the sea.”

“Alright.”

“We’ll leave the powder, bullets, and muskets here.”

“But just the two of us, my dear Aramis—how will we ever manage to fire three muskets at once?” Porthos said, puzzled. “It’s hardly a great way to defend ourselves.”

“Then come up with something better.”

“I have it!” the giant exclaimed eagerly. “I’ll hide behind the pillar with this iron bar. If they attack in waves, I’ll drop the bar on their heads—thirty times a minute. How’s that? You’re smiling!”

“Excellent, my friend! Perfect! I approve completely. Just remember, you might frighten them away and half will stay outside, laying siege.”

“What we need, good friend, is to wipe out the whole troop. A single survivor could ruin us.”

“You’re right, my friend, but how do we draw them all in?”

“By keeping completely quiet, dear Porthos.”

“Alright then, we’ll stay absolutely still. But once they’re all packed in—”

“Leave that to me; I have a plan.”

“If it’s a good plan—and it probably is—I’m with you.”

“To your ambush, Porthos, and count how many come in.”

“But what about you? What are you doing?”

“Don’t trouble yourself about me; I have another task.”

“I think I hear shouting.”

“It’s them! Take your position. Stay within the reach of my voice and hand.”

Porthos took cover in the second chamber, in pitch darkness. Aramis slipped into the third, and the giant gripped an iron bar that weighed some fifty pounds.

Porthos skillfully operated the lever used to roll the boat, showing off his strength and dexterity. Meanwhile, the Bretons had succeeded in pushing the vessel onto the beach. In the lighter chamber, Aramis crouched, invisible, engaged in some mysterious activity. A loud order sounded—it was the final command from the captain. Twenty-five men leapt down from the upper rocks into the first section of the grotto and quickly took their places, firing their muskets.

The echoes shrieked and howled, while bullets hissed, seeming to thin the very air. Soon a dense smoke choked the chamber. “To the left! To the left!” shouted Biscarrat, who during his first rush had located the entrance to the second chamber. Drawn by the scent of gunpowder, he steered his men that way. The troops surged left, the passage tightening as they went. Biscarrat, hands outstretched and determined, led the way ahead of the muskets. “Come on!”

“Come on!” he called. “I see daylight!”

“Strike, Porthos!” cried Aramis’s eerie voice. Porthos let out a heavy sigh, but obeyed. The iron bar fell squarely on Biscarrat’s head, cutting off his shout before he could finish. In an instant, the mighty lever fell again and again, ending ten lives in ten seconds.

The soldiers saw nothing; they only heard the groans and cries around them. They tripped over the fallen, unable to guess the cause, and pressed forward in confusion. The deadly bar kept striking, wiping out the first wave without a sound to alert the second, who quietly advanced. Meanwhile, the captain had stripped a fir tree on the shore, twisted its resinous twigs into a torch, and, trembling, entered the compartment Porthos had turned into a scene of vengeance.

When the first rank saw the heap of dead blocking their way—no gunfire had answered the guards, only a silent pile in their path—they recoiled in horror. The captain shuddered as he raised his pine torch to the ghastly sight, searching for the source of destruction. Instinctively, he stepped back toward the pillar hiding Porthos. Suddenly, a huge hand reached from the darkness and seized his throat. He gasped, his arms flailing helplessly. The torch fell and went out in the blood pooling at his feet. Soon his lifeless body dropped to the floor beside the darkened torch, adding another to the grim barrier.

All this happened so mysteriously, it seemed almost supernatural. When the captain’s death-rattle sounded, his men, turning, caught sight of his outstretched arms and the terror frozen in his eyes. Then the torch dropped, plunging them into blackness. Acting on instinct, the lieutenant shouted,

“Fire!”

At once, a storm of musket fire thundered through the cavern, lighting it up with a flash that sent chunks of rock crashing down. Then darkness returned, thick with smoke. A deep silence fell, broken only by the steps of the third group entering the cavern.


# Chapter L: The Death of a Titan

As Porthos, more accustomed to darkness than those emerging from the bright daylight, scanned the shadows for any sign from Aramis, he felt a gentle touch on his arm. A voice, soft as a whisper, murmured in his ear, “Come.”

“Oh!” Porthos exclaimed.

“Hush,” Aramis urged, his voice even quieter. Amidst the commotion of the advancing third brigade, the curses of the remaining guards, and the muffled groans of the dying, Aramis and Porthos slipped unseen along the cavern’s granite walls. Aramis guided Porthos into the second-to-last chamber, where he revealed a hollow in the rocky wall containing a barrel of gunpowder, weighing seventy to eighty pounds, to which he’d just attached a fuse.

“My friend,” Aramis said to Porthos, “you will take this barrel, which I am about to light, and throw it among our enemies. Can you do that?”

“*Parbleu!*” Porthos replied, lifting the barrel easily with one hand. “Light it!”

“Wait,” Aramis instructed. “Hold off until they’re all gathered together, and then, my Jupiter, hurl your thunderbolt among them.”

“Light it,” Porthos insisted again.

“For my part,” Aramis continued, “I’ll join our Bretons and help them get the canoe to the sea. I’ll wait for you on the shore; launch it with force and hurry back to us.”

“Light it,” Porthos insisted for the third time. “Do you understand me?”

“*Parbleu!*” Porthos chuckled, unable to contain his laughter. “When something is explained to me, I understand it. Now, go on and give me the light.”

Aramis handed the burning match to Porthos, who extended his arm, his hands otherwise occupied. Aramis clasped Porthos’s arm with both hands before retreating to the cave’s entrance, where the three rowers awaited him. Left alone, Porthos bravely applied the spark to the fuse. The spark—a faint glimmer, the first hint of a fire—flickered in the darkness like a glow-worm before being extinguished against the match it ignited. Porthos then breathed life into the flame, coaxing it to grow.

The smoke hung in the air, slightly dispersed, and for a fleeting moment, illuminated by the flickering match, objects became visible. It was a brief yet striking sight: a giant figure, pale and bloodied, his face aglow with the light of the match against the surrounding darkness. The soldiers recognized him instantly; they saw the barrel he held in his hand and understood what was about to happen.

Overwhelmed by horror at the destruction they had witnessed and paralyzed by fear at what was to come, they let out a collective cry of despair. Some tried to flee, only to find their way blocked by the third brigade. Others, stunned, aimed their useless muskets, while a few fell instinctively to their knees. A couple of officers shouted to Porthos, begging for their lives and promising him freedom if he would spare them.

The lieutenant of the third brigade ordered his men to fire, but before them stood their terrified comrades, forming a living barricade for Porthos. The light from the spark and the match lasted no more than two seconds; yet in that brief moment, it revealed a haunting scene: first, the giant, looming larger in the darkness; then, just ten paces away, a heap of bleeding bodies—crushed and mutilated—among which some still stirred in their final moments, their movements reminiscent of a monstrous creature gasping for breath in the night.

Each breath from Porthos, illuminating the match, cast a phosphorescent glow over the pile of bodies, intermingled with streaks of purple. Scattered throughout the grotto, isolated figures grotesquely displayed their gaping wounds, victims of death or shock. Above, heavy and glistening, the short, thick pillars of the cavern rose from pools of blood, their sharply defined shadows casting luminous particles into the air. All of this was lit by the flickering light of a match precariously attached to a barrel of powder—a torch that, while shedding light on the grim past, ominously hinted at the death yet to come.

As I mentioned, this scene lasted no more than two seconds. In that moment, an officer from the third brigade gathered eight men armed with muskets and, through an opening, ordered them to fire at Porthos. But those who received the order trembled so violently that three guards were struck by their own shots, while the others’ bullets whistled past, splintering the vault, plowing into the ground, or striking the pillars of the cavern. A laugh rang out in response to this volley, and then the giant swung his arm. Suddenly, a fiery trail flew through the air like a falling star. The barrel, propelled thirty feet away, soared over the barricade of dead bodies and landed among a group of screaming soldiers, who instinctively threw themselves to the ground. The officer, following the blazing arc of the barrel, tried to leap forward and snatch the match away before it set off the powder inside.

Useless! The air had fanned the flame attached to the fuse; what could have burned for five minutes in calm now blazed up in thirty seconds, leading to a devastating explosion. Furious clouds of sulfur and nitre spun, engulfing everything in flames, while the deafening boom of the blast echoed through the cavern of horrors. The rocks splintered like soft wood under an axe. A jet of fire, smoke, and debris erupted from the center of the grotto, widening as it rose. The massive walls of flint trembled and collapsed onto the sand, which, forced from its bed, became a weapon, riddling faces with countless sharp particles.

Shouts, curses, the breath of life, and lifeless bodies—all were swallowed in a single, deafening crash. The first three chambers merged into a tomb, into which fell, in grim order, every fragment of plant, stone, or human. Then, the sand and ash, lighter than stones, drifted down, enveloping the scene like a shroud, curling and smoking above the destruction.

In this burning tomb, this underground volcano, look for the king’s guards in their blue coats with silver trim. Look for the officers in gold, and the weapons they depended on for defense. One solitary man had turned all these elements into a chaos more bewildering, more formless, and more horrifying than the void before creation.

Nothing remained of the three compartments—no sign by which God could recognize His handiwork. As for Porthos, after throwing the barrel of gunpowder among his enemies, he had fled as Aramis had told him, making his way to the last chamber, where air, light, and sunshine streamed in through an opening.

Just as he rounded the corner that separated the third compartment from the fourth, he saw the boat bobbing on the waves a hundred paces away. There were his friends, there was freedom, there was life and victory. With just six more powerful strides, he would be out of the vault; out of the vault! A dozen strong leaps, and he would reach the canoe.

Suddenly, he felt his knees buckle; his legs seemed powerless, unable to support him. “Oh! Oh!” he murmured, “this weakness is coming over me again! I can’t walk any further! What’s happening?”

Aramis saw him through the opening and, unable to understand why he had stopped, called out, “Come on, Porthos! Hurry!”

“Oh!” replied the giant, straining every muscle—“oh!
"But I can’t." As he spoke, he sank to his knees, yet with his powerful hands, he pushed himself up using the rocks. "Quick! Quick!" Aramis urged, stretching toward the shore as if he could pull Porthos along by sheer force of will. "Here I am," Porthos gasped, summoning all his strength for one more step. "For Heaven’s sake! Porthos, hurry!"

“The barrel will explode!”

“Make haste, monseigneur!” shouted the Bretons to Porthos, who seemed confused. But there was no time to lose; the explosion thundered, the ground split apart, and smoke poured through the cracks, darkening the sky. The sea receded as if pushed back by the blast of flame bursting from the grotto, like the jaws of a colossal, fiery beast. The force of the explosion sent the boat twenty *toises* away; solid rocks split at their bases, tearing apart like blocks under a wedge. A piece of the vault shot upward as if made of cardboard, while a clash of green, blue, and topaz flames mixed with black lava, swirling under a giant dome of smoke.

Then, with a shudder, the huge monoliths of stone that the explosion had spared bowed toward each other like solemn old men before finally collapsing, surrendering to their dusty tombs. This terrifying shock seemed to revive the strength Porthos had lost; he rose, a giant among granite titans. But as he hurried between the falling granite spirits, the very rocks that had supported him now rolled and pitched around him, as if he had been thrown down from the sky among the debris he had just created.

Porthos felt the ground shake beneath him like jelly. He stretched out both hands to fend off the tumbling rocks.

A gigantic block was held back by each of his outstretched arms. He lowered his head, and a third mass of granite settled between his shoulders. For a moment, it seemed Porthos’s strength might fail him, but this new Hercules called on all his might, and the two walls of his prison slowly began to open. For an instant, he appeared, framed by granite, like an angel of chaos. Yet, as he pushed aside the lateral rocks, he lost his support. The block pressing on his shoulders, along with the boulder bearing down, brought the giant to his knees. The rocks he had just separated closed in again, adding their weight to the massive burden that could have crushed ten men. The hero fell without a groan—he fell while offering Aramis words of encouragement and hope, for, thanks to the powerful arch of his hands, he briefly believed that, like Enceladus, he could shake off the triple burden.

But gradually, Aramis watched as the block began to sink. The hands, which had briefly held, the arms braced for one last effort, faltered and dropped. The outstretched shoulders collapsed, battered and broken, and the rocks continued to crumble around them. “Porthos! Porthos!” cried Aramis, tearing at his hair in despair. “Porthos! Where are you? Speak!”

“Here, here,” Porthos murmured, his voice weakening. “Patience!”

“Patience!”

No sooner had he spoken than the weight of the tumbling rocks increased, and the enormous boulder sank further, engulfed by the stones falling from the sides, completely burying Porthos in a chaotic grave of jagged debris. Hearing the diminishing voice of his friend, Aramis leaped onto solid ground. Two of the Bretons followed close behind, each with a lever—one was enough to manage the boat. The dying breaths of the valiant warrior led them through the wreckage.

Aramis, youthful and invigorated as if he were again twenty, rushed toward the great pile. With hands as gentle as a woman’s, he mustered extraordinary strength to raise the cornerstone of this granite grave. In that brief moment, as he lifted the weight, he caught sight of his friend’s still-bright eye through the darkness, the temporary elevation of the stones giving Porthos one fleeting breath of life.

The two men hurried forward, seizing their iron levers, putting all their strength not only into lifting but into holding the weight. It was in vain. They faltered, their cries echoing in defeat, and Porthos, watching their hopeless effort, murmured with a strangely cheerful tone those last words that came to him with his final breath: “Too heavy!”

With that, his eyes dimmed and closed, his face turned pale, and his hands grew cold. The giant sank down, exhaling his last sigh. Along with him, the stone he had bravely held up also dropped. The three men released their levers, which clattered against the mound of stone. Out of breath and pale, with sweat on his brow, Aramis listened, his chest tight and aching.

Nothing


```markdown # Chapter LIV: M.Fouquet’s Friends

The king had returned to Paris, accompanied by D’Artagnan, who, within twenty-four hours, had carefully conducted inquiries at Belle-Isle. Despite his efforts, he uncovered nothing of the secret so well guarded by the heavy rock of Locmaria, which had fallen upon the heroic Porthos. The captain of the musketeers only knew what those two brave men—friends he had so valiantly defended and whose lives he had fought to save—had achieved alongside three loyal Bretons against an entire army. He had seen the human remains scattered across the neighboring heath, their blood staining the stones among the blooming broom. He also learned that a small vessel had been sighted far out at sea, and like a predator, a royal ship had chased, captured, and destroyed the unfortunate little bird that had tried so desperately to escape. But there, D’Artagnan’s certainties came to an end.

The realm of speculation lay wide open. What could he possibly deduce? The vessel had not yet returned. It was true that a strong wind had blown for three days, but the corvette was known for its excellent sailing and sturdy build; it had no reason to fear rough weather. According to D’Artagnan’s calculations, it should have either returned to Brest or made its way back to the mouth of the Loire. This news, though unclear, offered him some reassurance, and it was what D’Artagnan reported to Louis XIV as the king, along with the entire court, returned to Paris. Louis, pleased with his recent triumphs—more gentle and affable as he sensed his power growing—had not once taken his eyes off the carriage door of Mademoiselle de la Vallière.

Everyone was eager to entertain the two queens, hoping to help them forget how they had been abandoned by son and husband. The air was filled with anticipation; the past seemed irrelevant to most. Yet for some tender and devoted souls, that past was a painful, bleeding wound. Hardly had the king settled back in Paris when he received a poignant reminder of this. Louis XIV had just risen and taken his first meal when his captain of the musketeers appeared before him.

D’Artagnan appeared pale and troubled. The king, noticing the change in his normally lighthearted officer, asked, “What’s the matter, D’Artagnan?”

“Sire, I have suffered a great misfortune.”

“Good heavens! What has happened?”

“I have lost one of my friends, M. du Vallon, in the affair at Belle-Isle.”

As he spoke, D’Artagnan locked his piercing gaze on Louis XIV, eager to catch the first flicker of emotion that crossed the king’s face.

“I knew it,” the king replied softly.

“You knew it and didn’t tell me!” the musketeer exclaimed.

“To what end? Your grief, my friend, deserved the utmost respect. It was my duty to handle it with care. Informing you of this misfortune, which I knew would hurt you deeply, D’Artagnan, would have seemed a victory over you in your eyes.”

“Yes, I knew that M. du Vallon had hidden himself beneath the rocks of Locmaria; I was aware that M. d’Herblay had seized one of my vessels and forced its crew to take him to Bayonne. However, I wanted you to learn of these matters directly, so you could understand that my friends are both respected and sacred to me. I will always prioritize my principles over my own well-being, while the king often sacrifices men for the sake of majesty and power.”

“But, sire, how could you know this?”

“How do you know, D’Artagnan?”

“By this letter, sire, which M. d’Herblay, now free and out of danger, has written to me from Bayonne.”

“Look here,” said the king, pulling a letter from a box on the table near where D’Artagnan was leaning. “This is a copy of M. d’Herblay’s letter.”

Here is the very letter that Colbert handed to me a week before you received yours. You can see that I am well served.”

“Yes, sire,” the musketeer murmured. “You were the only man whose star was bright enough to match the fortune and strength of my two friends. You have wielded your power carefully, but you won’t misuse it, will you?”

“D’Artagnan,” the king replied, a warm smile lighting up his face, “I could have M. d’Herblay seized from the territories of the king of Spain and brought here, alive, to face justice. But be assured, I will not act on that first, natural impulse. He is free—let him remain so.”

“Oh, sire!

“You will not always remain so merciful, so noble, so generous as you have been toward me and M. d’Herblay. Soon, you will have advisors who will rid you of that weakness.”

“No, D’Artagnan, you are wrong to think my council is urging harsh measures. The decision to spare M. d’Herblay comes directly from Colbert himself.”

“Oh, sire!” D’Artagnan exclaimed, surprised.

“As for you,” the king continued, showing unusual warmth, “I have several pieces of good news to share. But you will hear them, my dear captain, once I have finished my accounts. I have promised to make your fortune, and that promise will soon be fulfilled.”

“A thousand thanks, sire!”

“I can wait. But I beg you, while I wait patiently, to take a moment to notice those poor souls who have long besieged your ante-chamber, humbly hoping to hand you a petition.”

“Who are they?”

“Enemies of your majesty.” The king looked up. “Friends of M. Fouquet,” D’Artagnan added. “Their names?”

“M. Gourville, M. Pelisson, and the poet, M. Jean de la Fontaine, stood before the king.

The king paused, deep in thought. “What do they want?”

“I do not know,”




Chapter LVIII: The Angel of Death

Athos was deep in this marvelous vision when the spell was suddenly broken by a loud commotion rising from the outer gates. The sound of a horse galloping on the hard gravel of the grand avenue filled the air, accompanied by the buzz of lively conversations that drifted into the chamber where the comte was lost in thought. Athos remained still, barely turning his head toward the door to discover the reason for the noise. A heavy footstep echoed on the stairs, while the horse that had just galloped away now made its slow way to the stables. There was a clear hesitation in the footsteps as they gradually approached the chamber.

A door creaked open, and Athos, turning slightly toward the sound, called out in a weak voice, “It’s a courier from Africa, isn’t it?”

“No, monsieur le comte,” came a voice that made Raoul’s father bolt upright in bed.

“Grimaud!” he murmured, cold sweat breaking out across his forehead. Grimaud stood in the doorway, but he was no longer the young man we once knew—full of courage and devotion, the first to leap into the boat that would carry Raoul de Bragelonne to the royal fleet. Now, he stood as a stern, pale old man, his clothes covered in dust, and his hair stark white with age.

He shook as he leaned against the doorframe, nearly toppling at the sight of his master’s face illuminated by the lamps. These two men, who had shared so many years in a bond of understanding, had eyes that spoke volumes without a word. They were old friends, equally noble in heart, despite differences in birth and fortune. Now, they stood silently, looking at each other. In a single glance, they read each other’s souls. Grimaud’s face showed deep-rooted grief, the sign of a spirit well acquainted with sorrow. He seemed to have settled into a single, unwavering thought. Where once he spoke little, now he rarely smiled at all.

Athos quickly read the many emotions marking the face of his faithful servant. In the same tender tone he would have used when speaking to Raoul in his dreams, he asked, “Grimaud, Raoul is dead, isn’t he?”

Behind Grimaud, the other servants listened intently, watching the bed of their ailing master. They heard the terrible question, and a heavy silence filled the room.

“Yes,” the old man replied, the word escaping his lips in a hoarse, broken sigh.

Then, a chorus of lament erupted, filling the air with unchecked grief, regret, and prayers as the anguished father searched for the portrait of his son. For Athos, this moment felt like the crossing into his dream.

Without a cry or a tear, patient and gentle, resigned like a martyr, he lifted his eyes to heaven, hoping to glimpse the beloved spirit that was slipping away just as Grimaud arrived. As he gazed upward, he seemed to retrace the path of that vision—both painful and sweet—that had once guided him. After gently closing his eyes, he reopened them with a smile; he had just seen Raoul, and Raoul had smiled back at him.

With his hands clasped over his heart and his face turned toward the window, Athos breathed in the fresh night air, scented with flowers and woods. In that moment, he entered a contemplation of the paradise the living cannot perceive, never to emerge from it again. God, it seemed, had chosen to reveal to this chosen soul the treasures of eternal bliss at a time when others trembled at the thought of facing the Lord, clinging to the life they knew, fearful of the afterlife that came only as a faint glimmer in the shadow of death.

Guided by the pure, serene spirit of his son, who wished to reflect his father’s soul, Athos found that everything around him became melody and fragrance on the hard journey souls make to return home to heaven.

After an hour of this bliss, Athos gently raised his hands, pale as wax. The smile lingered on his lips as he whispered—so softly it was barely audible—these three words, addressed to God or perhaps to Raoul:

“HERE I AM!”

His hands fell slowly, as if he had lowered them onto the bed himself. Death had been kind and gentle to this noble soul. It spared him the torments of agony and the convulsions of death, instead opening the gates of eternity with a tender touch. God surely intended it this way, so that the memory of this peaceful passing would linger in the hearts of those present and in the minds of others—a death that made the transition from this life to the next seem less frightening for those whose earthly lives have given them no cause to fear. Even in death, Athos retained that calm and genuine smile—an adornment that would accompany him to the grave. The serenity of his features left his servants uncertain for a long time, making them wonder if he had truly departed this life.

The comte’s attendants wanted to move Grimaud, who, from a distance, watched the face that was quickly turning to marble. They hesitated to approach, afraid that their presence might disturb the peace of death. Yet, despite his exhaustion, Grimaud refused to leave the room. He sat on the threshold, keeping vigil over his master like a sentinel, eager to witness either his first waking glance or his last dying sigh.

The house was silent—everyone honored the sleep of their lord. However, Grimaud, straining to listen, realized that the comte no longer breathed. He pushed himself up, hands on the floor, and leaned in to see if there was any sign of movement in his master’s body.

Nothing! Fear struck him; he shot upright and, at that moment, heard someone mounting the stairs. The sound of spurs striking against a sword—a martial sound he recognized—stopped him as he approached Athos’s bed. A voice, more resonant than brass or steel, sounded just three paces away.

“Athos! Athos!”

“My friend!” cried a voice, trembling with emotion.

“Monsieur le Chevalier d’Artagnan,” Grimaud stammered.

“Where is he? Where is he?” the musketeer pressed on. Grimaud clutched his arm with bony fingers and pointed to the bed, where the pale colors of death already marked the sheets. A strangled breath, the opposite of a loud cry, rose in D’Artagnan’s throat.

He crept forward on tiptoe, trembling, each sound his feet made against the floor increasing his fear, his heart torn by a sorrow he could not describe. He pressed his ear to Athos’s chest, his face close to the comte’s mouth. There was no sound, no breath! D’Artagnan pulled back. Grimaud, who had been watching intently, crept forward. He settled at the foot of the bed, pressing his lips to the sheet that was raised by his master’s stiffened feet. Soon, large tears began to fall from his reddened eyes.

The old man, lost in hopeless despair, wept silently, bent over and unable to speak. He presented the most heartbreaking sight D’Artagnan had ever encountered in a life full of emotion. The captain stood in silence before the smiling dead man, who seemed to have polished his last thought, offering his best friend—the one he had loved next to Raoul—a gracious welcome even beyond death. In response to this final gesture of kindness, D’Artagnan bent down and kissed Athos tenderly on the brow, then gently closed his eyes with shaking hands.

He sat beside the pillow, fearless of the man who had given him kindness and affection for thirty-five years. D’Artagnan took comfort in the memories that the noble face of the comte stirred within him—some lively and charming, like that smile, others dark and cold, like the face now at rest. Suddenly, a tide of grief surged in him, swelling his heart until it felt ready to burst.

Overcome by emotion, he rose abruptly, tearing himself away from the room where he had just discovered the lifeless body of the man he had come to tell of Porthos’s death. His sobs were so heartrending that the servants, who had been waiting for such an outpour, joined in with their own cries, and even the dogs of the late comte howled in sorrow. Grimaud, though, remained silent. Even in his deepest grief, he would not dare to disturb the peace of the dead or awaken his master for the first time. Hadn’t Athos always told him to remain silent?

At daybreak, D’Artagnan, who had been wandering the lower hall, biting his fingers to quiet his sobs, ascended again. Watching when Grimaud turned his head, he gestured for the loyal servant to approach, and Grimaud obeyed as quietly as a shadow. D’Artagnan went down again, followed by Grimaud, and when they reached the vestibule, he took the old man’s hands gently.

“Grimaud,” he said, “I have seen how the father died; now tell me about the son.”

Grimaud produced a large letter from his breast, the envelope addressed to Athos.

He recognized M. de Beaufort’s handwriting, broke the seal, and began reading as he paced the first gray rays of dawn in the dark alley of old linden trees, where the faint traces of the recently deceased comte still lingered.




Chapter LIX: The Bulletin

The Duc de Beaufort wrote to Athos. Yet, the letter intended for the living found its way only to the dead.

God had changed the address. “My dear Comte,” the prince wrote in his large, schoolboy handwriting, “a great misfortune has befallen us amid our great success. The king loses one of his bravest soldiers. I lose a friend. You lose M. de Bragelonne.”

He has died gloriously—so gloriously that I lack the strength to weep as I would like. Please accept my heartfelt condolences, dear Comte. Heaven assigns trials in proportion to the greatness of our hearts. This is a truly great one, yet not beyond your courage. Your devoted friend,

“LE DUC DE BEAUFORT.”

Enclosed was a report written by one of the prince’s secretaries. It was a moving and truthful recounting of that tragic chapter that ended two lives.

D’Artagnan, used to conquering his emotions and with a heart hardened against tenderness, couldn’t help but tremble at the sight of Raoul’s name—the name of that beloved boy who was now merely a shadow, like his father.

“In the morning,” the prince’s secretary wrote, “monseigneur ordered the attack. The forces of Normandy and Picardy took their positions among the rocks, shadowed by the heights of the mountain, where the bastions of Gigelli stood. The cannon began to roar, marking the start of the action; the regiments advanced with steady courage, pikemen holding their weapons high and musket-bearers ready. The prince watched closely as his troops advanced, prepared to support them with a strong reserve. Beside him were his oldest captains and aides-de-camp, all prepared for what was to come.”

M. le Vicomte de Bragelonne had been ordered to stay by his highness’s side. Meanwhile, the enemy’s cannons, which at first fired ineffectively, began to find their mark. The more accurate shots struck down several people near the prince. The regiments formed columns and advanced toward the ramparts but faced heavy resistance. Doubt swept through our men, who felt unsupported by the artillery. The batteries set up the night before were poorly aimed due to their positioning.

The steep upward angle ruined both the accuracy and range of their shots. “Monseigneur, seeing how ineffective this was, ordered the frigates in the harbor to begin a steady bombardment. M. de Bragelonne instantly volunteered to relay this order. But Monseigneur refused the vicomte’s offer. He did so, wishing to protect the young nobleman.”

He was absolutely right, and what followed proved it. Hardly had the sergeant sent to carry M. de Bragelonne’s message reached the shore than two shots from the enemy took him down. The sergeant collapsed, staining the sand with his blood. Seeing this, M. de Bragelonne turned to monseigneur and smiled.

Monseigneur said to him, “You see, vicomte, I have saved your life. Be sure to tell M. le Comte de la Fere one day, so he can thank me when you tell him.” The young nobleman smiled sadly in reply, understanding the duke’s concern. “It’s true, monseigneur, had it not been for your kindness, I would have met the same fate as the poor sergeant and would now be at rest.”

de Bragelonne answered in a tone that made Monseigneur respond warmly, “Vrai Dieu! Young man, it seems you are eager for death. But by the soul of Henry IV, I promised your father to bring you back safe and sound, and by God, I’ll keep my word.”

Monseigneur de Bragelonne blushed and spoke more quietly, “Monseigneur, pardon me. I have always pursued good opportunities, and it is inspiring to distinguish ourselves before our general—especially when that general is M. le Duc de Beaufort.”

This softened Monseigneur. He turned to the surrounding officers and gave further orders. The grenadiers from the two regiments advanced close enough to the trenches to throw their grenades, though with limited effect. Meanwhile, M. d’Estrees, commanding the fleet, saw the sergeant’s attempt to approach and realized he had to act on his own. He opened fire.

The Arabs, now badly wounded by the cannon fire from the fleet and the destruction of their walls, let out shrieks. Their horsemen charged down the mountain at a gallop, leaning low over their saddles as they rushed the infantry. The soldiers braced for the onslaught with crossed pikes. Despite the fierce attack, the battalion held firm and the Arabs were beaten back. In a rage, the horsemen turned their assault toward the état-major, which was off-guard.

The danger was real; Monseigneur drew his sword, and his secretaries and attendants followed suit. The officers of the suite engaged in combat with the furious Arabs. At that moment, M. de Bragelonne seized his chance—fulfilling the desire he had expressed all day.

He fought alongside the prince with the courage of a Roman, dispatching three Arabs with his small sword. Still, it was clear that his courage came not from pride but seemed almost forced, as if he longed for the chaos of battle and the thrill of danger. He worked himself into such a state that Monseigneur called out to halt him. We, who were nearby, heard his voice, but M. de Bragelonne did not stop. Instead, he pressed on toward the trenches.

Since M. de Bragelonne was a disciplined officer, his disobedience astonished everyone. M. de Beaufort called out more forcefully, “Stop, Bragelonne! Where are you going? Stop!” Monseigneur echoed, “I order you!”

All of us made the same gesture as the duke, raising our hands together.

We thought the cavalier would turn back, but M. de Bragelonne went on toward the palisades. “Stop, Bragelonne!” the prince called out, his voice urgent. “Stop! In your father’s name!”

At those words, M. de Bragelonne turned around, his face deeply sorrowful, yet he did not halt. We then believed that his horse must have run away with him. When M.

Le Duc saw that the Vicomte no longer had control of his horse, and as he watched him lead the grenadiers, he shouted, “Musketeers, shoot his horse! A hundred pistoles to whoever brings it down!” But who could aim at the horse without risking the rider’s life? No one dared try.

Finally, a sharpshooter from the Picardy regiment named Luzerne aimed carefully, fired, and hit the horse in the flank, blood staining the animal’s coat. Instead of crumpling, the poor beast became wilder, galloping straight toward the enemy. Every Picard present, seeing the young man galloping to his doom, called out, “Throw yourself off, monsieur le vicomte!—off!—off!”

“Throw yourself off!” M. de Bragelonne was greatly admired in the army. The vicomte was already within pistol distance of the ramparts when a musket volley erupted, engulfing him in fire and smoke. For a moment, he was hidden; then, as the smoke cleared, we saw him on foot, steady, while his horse lay dead at his feet. The Arabs called for his surrender, but he shook his head no and pressed forward to the palisades—a grave mistake.

Despite everything, the whole army felt relieved that he did not retreat, especially since fate had put him so close to the enemy. He went forward a few more paces, and the two regiments applauded. At that moment, a second volley rang out, and the Vicomte de Bragelonne vanished into the smoke again. This time, though, the smoke cleared for nothing—he was not seen again, lying among the bushes, his head lower than his legs




Chapter LX: The Last Canto of the Poem

The next day, the noblesse from the provinces, neighboring regions, and everywhere the news had spread by messenger, began arriving in groups. D’Artagnan had secluded himself, unwilling to see anyone. The loss of two such dear friends, so soon after Porthos’s death, weighed heavily on his always tireless and resilient spirit. Except for Grimaud, who entered his room once, the musketeer saw neither servants nor visitors. From the sounds around the house and the constant activity, he guessed that preparations for the comte’s funeral were underway. He wrote a letter to the king, asking for an extension of his leave. Grimaud, as mentioned earlier, came into D’Artagnan’s room and sat on a joint stool near the door, lost in thought. After a moment, he stood and signaled for D’Artagnan to follow him. The captain obeyed without a word.

Grimaud brought him to the comte’s bedchamber, pointed to the empty bed, and lifted his eyes meaningfully toward the heavens. “Yes,” D’Artagnan answered, “yes, good Grimaud—he is now with the son he cherished so deeply!”

Grimaud then left the room and led D’Artagnan to the hall, where, by local custom, the body was displayed before burial. D’Artagnan was startled to see two open coffins. Responding to Grimaud’s silent invitation, he approached and saw Athos, still remarkably noble in death, lying in one coffin, while in the other rested Raoul, his eyes closed, his cheeks as pale as the Pallas of Virgil, a peaceful smile on his violet lips. D’Artagnan shuddered as he looked on the father and son, two departed souls now represented on earth only by their silent, sorrowful likenesses, forever unable to reach each other, although only an arm’s length apart. “Raoul here!” he murmured. “Oh, Grimaud, why didn’t you tell me?”

Grimaud shook his head, saying nothing. Instead, he took D’Artagnan’s hand and brought him to the coffin, gently drawing back the fine winding sheet to reveal the deep wounds through which life had departed. The captain looked away, knowing there was no sense questioning Grimaud, who would remain silent. He remembered that M. de Beaufort’s secretary had written a letter with details that D’Artagnan had not dared read before. As he finished reading the painful account of Raoul’s death, he found these words at the close:

“Monseigneur le duc has ordered that the body of monsieur le vicomte be embalmed in the manner used by the Arabs when they wish to carry their dead back home. Moreover, monsieur le duc has provided relays so that the same faithful servant who brought the young man here might return his remains to M. le Comte de la Fère.”

“So,” D’Artagnan thought, “I shall follow your funeral, my dear boy—I, old and of little worth in this world, shall scatter dust on the brow I kissed just two months ago. God has willed it so. You willed it so yourself.”

I no longer have the right to weep. You chose death; it seemed to you better than life.

Finally, the day came for these two gentlemen’s cold remains to be restored to Mother Earth. A great crowd of military men and others filled the route from the city to the burial place, a small chapel on the plain, with mourners on horseback and on foot. Athos had chosen a quiet resting place in a chapel he had built himself, at the border of his estate. He had used stones, cut in 1550, from an old Gothic manor in Berry where he had spent his youth. The chapel, reconstructed and moved to this spot, was a charming sight, surrounded by the broad-leaved poplars and sycamores.

Every Sunday, the parish priest from the nearby village came to perform the service, for which Athos paid a stipend of two hundred francs. All his vassals, with their families, gathered there for mass, avoiding the long journey to the city.

Behind the chapel was a small patch of wild ground, enclosed by high hedges of hazel, elder, and white thorn, bordered by a deep ditch. Despite its wildness, the place was lively in its very desolation; thick mosses covered the ground, and wild heliotrope and ravenelles mixed their fragrances. At the foot of an ancient chestnut, a clear spring emerged, caught in a marble basin. Bees hummed among the nearby blossoms, and birds sang cheerfully throughout the hedges rimmed with flowers.

Here, in this peaceful setting, the silent coffins were brought, followed by the quiet, respectful crowd. After the funeral service and the final words to honor the noble dead, the assembly gradually dispersed, commenting on the comte’s virtues, the hope that was Raoul, and his tragic end far away on Africa’s arid shore. All the separate sounds faded away, like the dimming lights in the small nave. The priest bowed once more to the altar and the fresh graves, then slowly returned with his assistant to the presbytery.

Left alone, D’Artagnan noticed that evening was falling. Absorbed in thoughts of the departed, he had lost track of time. Rising from the oak bench in the chapel, he felt, like the priest before him, a need to pay a final tribute to the two graves containing his lost friends.

At the entrance, he saw a woman kneeling on the damp earth, engrossed in prayer. D’Artagnan stopped at the doorway, not wanting to disturb her; at the same time, he wondered about the identity of this devoted soul carrying out her sad duty with such passion and focus. She hid her face in her hands, which were alabaster white.

The simple elegance of her dress showed that she was a woman of rank. Outside the hedge, some servants held several horses, and a traveling carriage waited. D’Artagnan tried to understand what delayed her. She remained in prayer, frequently pressing her handkerchief to her face, clearly weeping. He heard her strike her breast, a gesture of deep contrition, typical of a devout Christian. Several times, he heard her say, as if from a wounded heart, “Pardon!”

“Pardon!” As she surrendered to her grief, collapsing in despair, almost fainting under the weight of her pleas and prayers, D’Artagnan, moved by such love for his lost friends, stepped forward to interrupt the silent exchange between mourner and dead. But as soon as her prayer was disturbed by his footsteps on the gravel, the woman lifted her head, and he recognized her tear-streaked face. It was Mademoiselle de la Vallière!

“Monsieur d’Artagnan!” she whispered.

“You!” he answered, his voice stern. “You here! Madame, I would rather see you adorned with flowers in the mansion of the Comte de la Fère.”

“You would have wept less—and so would they—and I!”

“Monsieur!” she sobbed. “For it was you,” D’Artagnan went on with unwavering loyalty to his lost friends, “it was you who sent these two men to their deaths.”

“Oh! Have pity!”

“God forbid, madame, that I would insult a woman or make her weep in vain; but I must say, a murderer does not belong at her victims’ graves.” She tried to answer. “What I am telling you now,” he added coldly, “I have already told the king.”

She clasped her hands. “I know,” she said, “I am the cause of the Vicomte de Bragelonne’s death.”

“Ah! You know it?”

“The news reached the court yesterday.”

I traveled through the night, riding forty leagues, to ask the comte’s forgiveness, thinking he was alive. I prayed at Raoul’s tomb, begging God to send me all the punishments I deserve—save one. Now, sir, I see that the son’s death has also taken the father’s life. I carry two crimes in my soul and await two judgments from Heaven.

“Mademoiselle,” D’Artagnan replied, “let me recount what M. de Bragelonne said of you in Antibes, when he was expecting death: ‘If pride and flirtation led her astray, I forgive her as I hold her in contempt. If love misdirected her, I forgive her, but I swear that none ever loved as I did.’”

“You know,” Louise interrupted, “I was ready to give up everything for love. You saw how I suffered when you found me lost, dying, alone. But even then, I did not feel such agony as now. Then I had hope; I desired—now, there is nothing left to hope for. This death has buried all my happiness. I can never love without guilt; and I feel that the one I love—oh!

“It is just!—I will know the torments I have caused others.”

D’Artagnan remained silent, feeling the truth of her words. “Then,” she continued, “dear Monsieur d’Artagnan, do not crush my spirit today—I beg you! I am torn from every root, adrift from all in this world—a current, I know not where, carries me. I love, desperately enough to confess it, miserable as I am, even at the graveside, and I am not ashamed or remorseful. My love is almost a religion. Soon, you will see me alone and scorned; my punishment will be my suffering, and you will be the first to pity me.

“Don’t blame me for my fleeting happiness, Monsieur d’Artagnan; it is dearly bought, and I have yet to pay in full.

Even now as I speak to you, it may be gone already. God! Perhaps this double loss is already my expiation!”

As she spoke, D’Artagnan heard voices, the sound of horses approaching. M. de Saint-Aignan appeared, searching for La Vallière. “The king,” he said, “is anxious and jealous.” He didn’t notice D’Artagnan, half hidden behind the chestnut tree shading the double grave.

Louise signaled Saint-Aignan to wait, and he rejoined the others outside the fence. “You see, madame,” the captain said bitterly, “your happiness still endures.”

She lifted her face solemnly. “There will come a day,” she said, “when you will regret judging me wrongly. Then I will pray God for your forgiveness. And when I have suffered enough, you will be the first to pity me.”

“Do not reproach me for my brief happiness, Monsieur d’Artagnan; it is dearly bought and I have not yet paid the price.”

She knelt again, her manner gentle and loving. “Forgive me this one last time, my beloved Raoul,” she said. “I broke our bond; both of us were doomed to die of sorrow. You have gone first; but do not worry—I will follow soon. Know that I have not acted dishonorably, and I have come only to say farewell. God is my witness, Raoul, that if I could have given my life for yours, I would have done so without a moment’s hesitation.”

“I could not give my love. Forgive me once more, dear, kind friend.”

She dropped a few pale flowers on the fresh grave, dried her tears, and after a deep bow to D’Artagnan, disappeared. The captain watched as the horses, attendants, and carriage left, then he crossed his arms over his swelling chest. “When will it be my turn to go?” he asked, his voice shaking with emotion. “What does a man have left when youth, love, glory, friendship, strength, and fortune are all gone? That stone beneath which Porthos sleeps—he had all I named. And this grass where Athos and Raoul rest—who had even more!”

He paused, gazing into the distance, then straightened. “Forward! Still forward!” he said.

“When the hour comes, God will signal to me, as He has for others.”

He touched the ground, damp with evening dew, with his fingertips, made the sign of the cross as if with holy water, and strode away alone—ever alone—toward Paris.




Epilogue

Four years after the scene just described, two fine horsemen rode through Blois early one morning, making preparations for a hawking expedition that the king had arranged over the wild plains along the Loire, between Meung and Amboise. These officers, the keeper of the king’s harriers and the master of the falcons, were once held in high regard during Louis XIII’s reign, though less noticed by his successor.

As the horsemen returned from their scouting, they noticed musketeers posted at intervals, with sergeants directing them at the openings to the enclosures. These were the king’s musketeers.

Riding behind them was their captain on a splendid mount, his richly embroidered uniform showing his rank. His hair was gray, and his beard showed streaks of white. Though there was a stoop in his figure, he sat tall, displaying skill as he managed his horse and scanned the horizons with a sharp eye.

“M. d’Artagnan doesn’t seem to age,” remarked the harrier-keeper to the falconer. “He’s ten years older than either of us but still rides briskly as a youth.”

“That’s true,” answered the falconer.

“I see no change in him after all this time.”

But he was mistaken. D’Artagnan had lived through a lifetime in these last four years. Time had cut deep lines around his eyes, and his once-smooth forehead was now bald. His hands, once tanned and strong, had grown pale, as if the blood remembered them less. D’Artagnan greeted the officers with the careful affability of a leader, and they replied with deep bows.

“What luck to see you here, Monsieur d’Artagnan!” exclaimed the falconer.

“Indeed, I should be the one to say so, gentlemen,” replied the captain with a smile. “These days, the king cares more for his musketeers than his falcons.”

“Ah!

“It’s not like it used to be,” sighed the falconer. “Remember, Monsieur d’Artagnan, when the late king flew the magpie out beyond the vineyards of Beaugency? Dame! Back then you weren’t the captain of musketeers, Monsieur d’Artagnan.”

“And you were just a junior in your rank of falconers,” D’Artagnan said with a laugh. “But that doesn’t matter; those were happy times as youth always is. Good day, monsieur keeper of the harriers.”

“You honor me, monsieur le comte,” said the falconer, bowing slightly.

D’Artagnan was silent; he barely noticed the title “comte”—for he had held it for four years now.

“Aren’t you tired from your journey, monsieur le capitaine?” asked the falconer. “It’s nearly two hundred leagues from here to Pignerol.”

“Two hundred and sixty to go there, and the same to come back,” D’Artagnan responded quietly.

“And he is well?” pressed the falconer.

“Who?” asked D’Artagnan, puzzled. “Why, poor M. Fouquet,” the falconer continued in a low tone. The harrier-keeper, choosing discretion, withdrew slightly.

“No,” said D’Artagnan, “the poor man is in distress; he can’t understand that imprisonment could be a sort of favor. He believes Parliament acquitted him by banishing him, and that banishment should equal freedom. He doesn’t realize they meant to execute him, and that having his life spared from Parliament is a debt owed to Heaven.”

“Yes, he only just escaped the scaffold,” observed the falconer. “They say M. Colbert sent the Bastille governor the order for execution.”

“Enough!” D’Artagnan said, pensive and wanting to end the conversation.

“Yes,” the harrier-keeper chimed in, stepping closer. “M. Fouquet is at Pignerol now; it serves him right. Good thing you were his escort; he stole enough from the king, after all.”

D’Artagnan shot the man a look. “Monsieur, if anyone accused you of stealing your dogs’ food, not only would I doubt it—I would pity you for being punished, whether by whip or jail. And though you hold yourself honest, believe me, you aren’t more so than poor M. Fouquet.”

After this pointed rebuke, the harrier-keeper lowered his eyes, letting the falconer take his turn with D’Artagnan. “He’s content,” the falconer whispered. “He knows harriers are preferred these days; if falcons were back in vogue, he’d speak differently.”

D’Artagnan smiled sadly, thinking how even the gravest affairs of state come down to such petty rivalries.

He thought a moment about the superintendent’s dazzling career, his downfall, and the slow sorrowful death ahead. At last, D’Artagnan asked, “Did M. Fouquet love falconry?”

“Oh, passionately, monsieur!” the falconer said, regretfully, his sigh sounding like a eulogy for Fouquet. D’Artagnan left both men behind as he continued.

By then, the hunters could be seen emerging from the forest—flashing plumes of the outriders cutting through the dappled light, and white horses gliding through the verdant thickets like pale spirits. “But,” D’Artagnan asked, “will the hunt last long?”

“Please, bring us a quick bird, for I am tired. Is it a heron or a swan?”

“Both, Monsieur d’Artagnan,” replied the falconer. “But no worries; the king doesn’t truly enjoy hunting. He hunts mostly to amuse the ladies.”

The words “to amuse the ladies” were underlined so pointedly that D’Artagnan took notice. “Ah!” he said, watching his interlocutor closely. The harrier-keeper, eager to make peace, smiled. “Oh, you may joke,” D’Artagnan went on. “I know nothing these days; I only returned yesterday after a month’s absence.”

I left court in mourning for the queen-mother. The king, still shaken by Anne of Austria’s death, wanted no diversions. But everything passes; sorrow as well. “He is no longer grieving? That’s a relief,” thought D’Artagnan.

“And everything starts as well as ends,” the harrier-keeper joked, his laughter rough and crass. “Ah!” D’Artagnan repeated, curiosity aroused. He wished to ask more, but pride held him back from questioning a man of such humble position. “So, something new is beginning then?”

The harrier-keeper gave a knowing wink, but D’Artagnan refrained from learning more from him.

“Shall we expect the king soon?” he asked the falconer.

“At seven o’clock, monsieur, I’ll release the birds.”

“Who is escorting the king? How is Madame? How is the queen?”

“Better, monsieur.”

“She was ill, then?”

“Monsieur, ever since her most recent grief, the queen’s been unwell.”

“What grief? Do not suppose your news is stale to me. I am newly returned.”

“It seems that, since the death of the queen-mother, the king tends to neglect the queen, and she mentioned this to His Majesty, who replied, ‘Do I not sleep at home every night, madame?’”

“What more could she ask?”

“Ah!” sighed D’Artagnan. “Poor woman! She must hate Mademoiselle de la Vallière.”

“No, not Mademoiselle de la Vallière,” the falconer replied. “Then who—”

But he was interrupted by a sharp blast from the hunting horn, summoning hounds and birds alike. The falconer and his companions hurried ahead, leaving D’Artagnan stranded in the middle of an unanswered question.

The king appeared in the distance, flanked by ladies and courtiers. The whole party advanced gracefully, at a slow pace, lively horns rousing horses and dogs alike. The spectacle shimmered in light and color, like a living tableau—no words could fully describe it, except perhaps the theatrical splendor of staged illusion. D’Artagnan, his vision slightly clouded by age, noticed three carriages at the rear. The first, intended for the queen, was empty. Seeing that Mademoiselle de la Vallière was not with the king, D’Artagnan looked around and soon spotted her in the second carriage.

She sat alone, with two companions who looked as dispirited as she. To the king’s left, astride a spirited horse, a woman of extraordinary beauty drew every eye. The king smiled at her, and she returned his smile with dazzling brightness. Her laughter echoed at every word. “I must find out who this woman is,” thought the musketeer. “Who can she be?” He leaned in toward his friend, the


