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About The D’Artagnan Romances

Spanning decades of French history and filled with swordplay, courtly intrigue, and unwavering camaraderie, the D’Artagnan Series (also known as the Musketeers Saga) by Alexandre Dumas has inspired the imaginations of readers for generations. These six novels, beginning with The Three Musketeers and ending with The Man in the Iron Mask, follow the young Gascon D’Artagnan on his journey from an ambitious youth hoping 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 intense power struggles—the saga skillfully weaves historical events with swashbuckling adventure.

At the heart of these stories is the deep bond among 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 serves as a guiding principle through deadly plots, personal rivalries, and the never-ending dangers that threaten both King and country. What begins in The Three Musketeers as a youthful quest for honor and fame gradually becomes a tribute to loyalty and friendship as the men age and face new challenges. In Twenty Years After, they reunite amid civil unrest, now more experienced and bearing the complexities of adult life.

The later volumes—The Vicomte de Bragelonne, Ten Years Later, and Louise de la Vallière—delve more deeply into the personal relationships of the musketeers and the shifting fortunes of the French monarchy. The heroes grow older, ambitions evolve, and the next generation faces its own uncertain future. Amidst court intrigue and family secrets, D’Artagnan’s enduring spirit guides him as he tries to balance duty, loyalty, and the call of his own heart.

Ultimately, the series reaches its moving conclusion in The Man in the Iron Mask, where long-hidden secrets threaten to shake the very foundations of the realm. As these beloved characters enter the twilight of their storied lives, the final chapters resonate with themes of honor, sacrifice, and the passage of time. Together, these six books create not only an epic tale of adventure, but also a deeply human story that explores 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 divided in several ways. The breakdown below follows the structure used in this series.


	The Three Musketeers

	Published: 1844




	Twenty Years After

	Published: 1845




	The Vicomte de Bragelonne

	Published (serialized): 1847–1850




	Ten Years Later

	Published (serialized): 1847–1850

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




	Louise de la Vallière

	Published (serialized): 1847–1850

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




	The Man in the Iron Mask

	Published (serialized): 1847–1850

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









About the Books in the Series




The Three Musketeers (1844)

The first novel in the D’Artagnan Series introduces readers to the young D’Artagnan, an ambitious Gascon who travels to Paris in hopes of joining the King’s Musketeers. Almost immediately, he is drawn into duels, courtly rivalries, and dangerous conspiracies orchestrated by the cunning 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 skill with the sword.

Dumas’s lively storytelling carries the reader through a whirlwind of cloak-and-dagger escapades set against the royal backdrop of 17th-century France. At its core, the novel celebrates camaraderie and courage, cementing the timeless motto “All for one and one for all.” Along the way, themes of honor, friendship, and youthful ambition are woven together, setting the stage for the epic journey that unfolds in the books that follow.




Twenty Years After (1845)

Set two decades after the events of The Three Musketeers, this sequel finds the once inseparable friends each living very different lives. France is now embroiled in civil conflict, and Cardinal Mazarin holds power behind the scenes for the young King Louis XIV. As civil war threatens to tear the nation apart, D’Artagnan is asked to bring together Athos, Porthos, and Aramis—though none of them are quite the same as before.

The novel explores the characters’ personal struggles and sacrifices in greater depth, examining what happens when youthful ideals collide with the realities of time, politics, and personal complications. Through its themes of loyalty and redemption, Twenty Years After demonstrates that even as passions fade and perspectives change, the bonds forged in youth can endure.




The Vicomte de Bragelonne (1847–1850)

Now older and more experienced, D’Artagnan returns to serve under the rising reign of Louis XIV. This volume, often considered the first part of a longer narrative that includes the next two books, introduces Raoul de Bragelonne—the son of Athos—and follows the shifting political and romantic situations that define the French court in the mid-17th century.

As the old guard of musketeers wrestle with the realities of passing on their legacy, new intrigues develop among the king, his ministers, and the nobles competing for influence. The Vicomte de Bragelonne explores the transition between generations, all while preserving the swashbuckling spirit and camaraderie that made the earlier novels so cherished.




Ten Years Later (1847–1850)

As a continuation of The Vicomte de Bragelonne, this volume follows the consequences of decisions made in the French court and the further development of Raoul, who stands at the brink of his own future. Louis XIV’s power increases, and court intrigues grow, drawing both familiar and new characters into a dance of politics and passion.

Amid these difficulties, D’Artagnan finds himself balancing duty and loyalty to a young monarch asserting his authority, while also navigating the changing relationships with his old friends. Blending political maneuvering with romantic entanglements, Ten Years Later deepens the central themes of honor, betrayal, and the weight of secrets hidden beneath courtly elegance.




Louise de la Vallière (1847–1850)

Louise de la Vallière focuses on the young woman who wins the heart of King Louis XIV, sparking a love affair that reverberates through the court. Amid personal turmoil, Raoul de Bragelonne wrestles with unrequited love and faces challenges that force him to question where his loyalty lies and what his future holds.

As the characters navigate their conflicting desires, tension runs beneath the surface of royal power. Dumas skillfully blends high-stakes romance with the ongoing saga of political intrigue, reminding readers that behind the glitter of royal privilege lie heartbreak and sacrifice.




The Man in the Iron Mask (1847–1850)

The final novel in the series uncovers the enduring mysteries that have haunted the later volumes, culminating in the mysterious figure of the man in the iron mask. D’Artagnan, along with the aging musketeers, is forced to confront secrets that threaten to upend the throne and the friendships they have valued throughout their lives.

In this heartfelt conclusion, Dumas explores themes of identity, legacy, and loyalty as the heroes who once fought side by side approach the end of their remarkable stories. The Man in the Iron Mask provides a powerful ending to the D’Artagnan saga, combining thrilling adventure with a reflective tone on the passage of time and the responsibilities that come with it.




Chapter I: In Which D’Artagnan Ultimately Places His Hand Upon His Captain’s Commission

The reader may guess in advance whom the usher announced before the courier from Bretagne.

The messenger was immediately recognizable: it was D’Artagnan. His clothes were dusty, his face flushed, and his hair damp with sweat. Each step was an effort; his legs were stiff and heavy, the clink of his blood-stained spurs echoing with every movement. As he crossed the threshold, he glimpsed the superintendent emerging. Fouquet greeted him with a smile—a striking contrast to the ruin and death D’Artagnan had brought him just an hour earlier.

At that instant, D’Artagnan drew on his natural kindness and boundless energy, remembering the warm reception he had received from this man. He returned the bow, moved more by compassion than respect. The word that had been uttered so often to the Duc de Guise hovered on his lips: “Fly.”

Yet to say that word would be to betray his own cause. To speak it in the king’s office, in the presence of an usher, would endanger his own safety without saving anyone else.

D’Artagnan contented himself with a respectful bow to Fouquet before stepping inside. At that moment, the king found himself caught between the pleasure brought by Fouquet’s last words and the satisfaction at D’Artagnan’s return. Though not a courtier by nature, D’Artagnan had a sharp and quick perception, allowing him to read the atmosphere with clarity. As he entered, he noticed the unmistakable humiliation on Colbert’s face. He even caught the king saying to Colbert in a pointed manner:

“Ah! Monsieur Colbert, so you have nine hundred thousand livres at the intendance?”

Colbert, visibly stifled by the comment, bowed but remained silent.

The entire scene flooded D’Artagnan’s mind through his eyes and ears at once. The first words Louis spoke to his musketeer were a kindly “good day.” His next command was to dismiss Colbert, who left the king’s office pale and unsteady, while D’Artagnan twisted the ends of his mustache. “I do enjoy seeing one of my servants in such disarray,” the king remarked, admiring the marks of battle on his envoy’s clothes. “I thought, sire, that my urgent business at the Louvre would explain my appearance before you like this.”

“You have significant news, then, monsieur?”

“Sire, to be brief: Belle-Isle is fortified—very well fortified. It has a double enceinte, a citadel, and two detached forts; its ports are home to three corsairs, and the side batteries are just waiting for their cannons.”

“I already know all that, monsieur,” replied the king. “What!”

“Your Majesty knows all this?” the musketeer said, surprised.

“I have the plans for Belle-Isle’s fortifications,” the king replied.

“Your Majesty has the plans?”

“Here they are.”

“It’s accurate, sire; I saw a similar plan on-site.”

D’Artagnan’s expression darkened. “Ah, I see now. Your Majesty didn’t rely only on me; you sent someone else,” he said, his tone laced with reproach.

“What does it matter, monsieur, how I learned what I know, as long as I know it?”

“Sire, sire,” the musketeer answered, unable to hide his irritation. “I must say that it’s hardly worth the risk of breaking my neck to bring you this news, only to arrive and find someone else has beaten me to it! When a man isn’t trusted or is considered unworthy, he shouldn’t be employed.” With military emphasis, D’Artagnan stamped his foot, leaving a mark on the bloodstained floor. The king regarded him, secretly enjoying his first small victory.

“Monsieur,” he said after a pause, “not only do I know Belle-Isle, but I assure you, Belle-Isle is mine.”

“That’s good! That’s good, sire. I ask just one thing more,” D’Artagnan replied. “My discharge.”

“What? Your discharge?”

“Yes. I’m too proud to accept the king’s bread without earning it—or, worse, to earn it poorly. I want my discharge, sire!”

“Oh, oh!”

“I demand my discharge, or I’ll take it myself.”

“Are you angry, monsieur?”

“I have every reason to be, mordioux! Thirty-two hours in the saddle, riding day and night, feats of speed, and I arrive here as stiff as a corpse—only to find someone else has beaten me!”

“Come, sire, I am a fool!—My discharge, sire!”

“Monsieur d’Artagnan,” Louis said, resting his pale hand on the dusty arm of the musketeer, “what I am about to tell you will not alter the promise I made. A king’s word must be kept.” He walked straight to his table, opened a drawer, and took out a folded paper. “Here is your commission as captain of the musketeers; you have earned it, Monsieur d’Artagnan.”

D’Artagnan eagerly opened the document and read it twice, barely able to believe it. “This commission is given to you,” the king continued, “not just for your journey to Belle-Isle but also for your brave actions at the Place de Grève. There, too, you served me well.”

“Ah, ah!” D’Artagnan exclaimed, unable to suppress a blush. “You know about that as well, sire?”

“Yes, I do.”

The king had a piercing gaze and a talent for reading the thoughts of those before him.

“You have something to say,” he told the musketeer, “something you’re holding back. Speak freely, monsieur; you know I’ve always told you that you must be honest with me.”

“Well, sire, here it is: I’d rather be made captain of the musketeers for leading a charge at the head of my company or for capturing a city, rather than for having two unfortunate souls hanged.”

“Is that truly what you feel?”

“And why would Your Majesty suspect I’m not being sincere?” he answered.

“Because I know you well, monsieur; you cannot possibly regret drawing your sword for me.”

“In that, Your Majesty is very much mistaken. Yes, I do regret drawing my sword, given the consequences. The poor men who were hanged were neither your enemies nor mine, and they could not defend themselves.”

The king was silent for a moment. “And your companion, M. d’Artagnan, does he share your regret?”

“My companion?”

“Yes, I was told you weren’t alone.”

“Alone? Where?”

“At the Place de Grève.”

“No, sire, no,” D’Artagnan replied, coloring at the thought that the king might believe he was claiming all the credit. “No, mordioux! As Your Majesty said, I had a companion, and a good one.”

“A young man?”

“Yes, sire; a young man. Oh!

“Your Majesty, I must praise you; you are just as well informed about matters outside these walls as you are about those within. It is M. Colbert who keeps the king so well updated.”

“M. Colbert has spoken of you only in the highest terms, M. d’Artagnan. Had he come to say otherwise, he would not have received a warm welcome.”

“That is fortunate!”

“Still, he also spoke highly of that young man.”

“And rightly so,” the musketeer replied. “In short, it seems this young man is quite the fire-eater,” Louis added, mistakenly reading his own feeling as envy.

“A fire-eater! Yes, sire,” D’Artagnan exclaimed, happy to draw the king’s attention to Raoul. “Are you not familiar with his name?”

“Well, I think—”

“You do know him, then?”

“I have known him for nearly twenty-five years, sire.”

“But he’s hardly twenty-five!” the king exclaimed. “Well, sire! I’ve known him since the day he was born, that’s all.”

“Do you stand by that?”

“Sire,” D’Artagnan replied, “your majesty questions me with a doubt that isn’t like you. M. Colbert, who keeps you so well informed, hasn’t neglected to mention that this young man is the son of my dearest friend?”

“The Vicomte de Bragelonne?”

“Yes, sire. The father of the Vicomte de Bragelonne is M. le Comte de la Fère, who played an important part in restoring King Charles II. Bragelonne comes from noble blood, sire.”

“So, he is the son of that distinguished nobleman who came to me—or to M. Mazarin—on behalf of King Charles II to propose an alliance?”

“Exactly, sire.”

“And you say the Comte de la Fère is a great soldier?”

“Sire, he is a man who has drawn his sword for your father, the king, more times than there are months in your majesty’s fortunate life.”

At this, Louis XIV bit his lip.

“That’s excellent, M. d’Artagnan, very excellent! And you are friends with M. le Comte de la Fère?”

“For nearly forty years, yes, sire. I assure you, I’m not talking about just yesterday.”

“Would you like to see this young man, M. d’Artagnan?”

“I would be delighted, sire.”

The king rang his bell, and an usher appeared.

“Call M. de Bragelonne,” said the king.

“He’s here?” D’Artagnan asked.

“He’s on guard today at the Louvre, with the gentlemen of Monsieur le Prince’s company.”

No sooner had the king finished speaking than Raoul appeared. Upon seeing D’Artagnan, he greeted him with the genuine smile only youth can show.

“Come,” D’Artagnan said amiably to Raoul, “the king will let you embrace me; just thank his majesty.”

Raoul bowed gracefully, and Louis, who admired outstanding qualities as long as they did not outshine his own, took note of Raoul’s beauty, strength, and modesty. “Monsieur,” the king told Raoul, “I asked Monsieur le Prince to kindly let you serve under me, and he agreed. You’re under my command starting today. Monsieur le Prince was a good master, but I hope you’ll find this a step up.”

“Yes, yes, Raoul, be pleased; the king has his good qualities,” D’Artagnan chimed in, having discerned Louis’s character and knowing how to appeal to his vanity while still maintaining respect and even flattering him, even when joking.

“Sire,” Bragelonne replied, his voice soft and musical, possessing the natural eloquence of his father, “it’s not just from today that I belong to your majesty.”

“Oh, I know,” the king said, “you mean your mission at the Grève. On that day, you truly were mine, monsieur.”

“Sire, that’s not what I wish to mention; it wouldn’t be right for me to bring up such a small service in the presence of a man like Monsieur…”

“d’Artagnan,” he began, “I want to share a pivotal moment of my life—one that dedicated me to your majesty’s service from the time I was sixteen.”

“Ah! What was that moment?” the king asked, leaning in curiously.

“It was this, sire. As I was about to join my first campaign—the army of Monsieur le Prince—M. le Comte de la Fère accompanied me as far as Saint-Denis. There, at the foot of the funeral basilica, where King Louis XIII’s remains await a successor whom I pray God will not send for many years, he made me swear on the ashes of our kings to serve royalty—embodied in you, sire—through my words, thoughts, and actions. I swore, with God and the dead as my witnesses. For ten years, sire, I have not had as many chances to prove this as I would have wished. I am your majesty’s soldier, and nothing more; when you call me closer, I do not change my master—I only change my garrison.”

Raoul fell silent and bowed. Louis listened thoughtfully, even after Raoul had finished. “Mordioux!” exclaimed D’Artagnan, “that was well said!”

“Was it not, your majesty? A glorious family! A noble race!”

“Yes,” the king murmured, careful to remain composed, for his emotions arose from finding such nobility in another. “Indeed, monsieur, you speak truly: wherever you went, you carried the king’s spirit. But as you change your garrison, believe me, you’ll find an advancement you truly deserve.”

Raoul understood this was the king’s end of the conversation. With the eagerness and grace that marked him, he bowed and withdrew.

“Is there anything else, monsieur, that you have to tell me?” the king asked, once he was alone with D’Artagnan again.

“Yes, sire, I reserved this news for last because it is sad and will bring mourning to royalty all over Europe.”

“What do you mean?”

“Sire, as I passed through Blois, a single, mournful word rang out from the palace and reached my ears.”

“You alarm me, M. d’Artagnan.”

“This word was given to me by a piqueur wearing crape on his arm.”

“My uncle, Gaston of Orleans, perhaps?”

“Sire, he has breathed his last.”

“And no one told me!” the king cried, his royal pride sensing an insult in not being informed.

“Oh! Please don’t be angry, sire,” D’Artagnan said. “Neither the couriers from Paris nor anywhere else could match your servant’s speed. The courier from Blois will arrive in two hours, and I assure you, he’s a good rider—I passed him just beyond Orleans.”

“My uncle Gaston,” Louis murmured, pressing his hand to his brow, summing up in those three words all he remembered of the man, a figure of mixed feelings. “Ah!”

“Yes, sire, it is so,” D’Artagnan replied thoughtfully, acknowledging the king’s sentiment.




Chapter II: A Lover and His Mistress

As the wax candles flickered in the castle of Blois, casting a soft glow around the lifeless body of Gaston of Orleans, the last remnant of a bygone era, the bourgeois of the city busied themselves crafting his epitaph—not as a tribute. Meanwhile, the dowager, long since forgetting that she had once loved this useless figure enough to leave her childhood home for him, now stood just twenty paces from the funeral chamber, weighing her interests and stifling her pride. Amidst the somber tolling of bells, the chanting voices, the grandeur of the wax lights gleaming through the windows, and the funeral preparations, two people remained absorbed in their own matters within the castle’s inner courtyard—at a window we already know, which lit a room often called the little apartments.

Outside, a cheerful sunbeam shone through, seemingly indifferent to France’s recent loss, drawing fragrances from the nearby flowers and bringing life to the very walls. The two at the window, preoccupied not with the duke’s death but with their own conversation, were a young woman and a young man. The man, in his mid-twenties, had a manner that shifted between spirited and pensive. His large, expressive eyes, framed by long lashes, suited his short stature and dark complexion. He smiled broadly, with a well-formed mouth, and his pointed, unusually mobile chin often leaned toward his companion, who, it should be noted, did not always move away as quickly as strict propriety would expect.

The young woman—whom we recognize from earlier scenes at the same window, beneath the same sunshine—had a captivating blend of shyness and thoughtfulness. She was enchanting when she laughed and strikingly beautiful when serious; in truth, her charm often surpassed her beauty.

The two had reached the height of their conversation—half teasing, half serious. “Now, Monsieur Malicorne,” the young woman said, “are you finally ready to speak sensibly?”

“You think that’s easy, Mademoiselle Aure,” the young man replied. “One can only do what one is able, not always what one wishes—”

“Ah! There you are, tangled in your own logic.”

“Who, me?”

“Yes, you; leave the legal talk behind, my dear.”

“That’s impossible. I am a clerk, Mademoiselle de Montalais.”

“And I am a young lady, Monsieur Malicorne.”

“Alas, I know that well, and your rank intimidates me; so I’ll say nothing more.”

“Well, no, you don’t intimidate me; so speak—go on, I urge you.”

“Very well, I’ll obey you.”

“That’s lucky for you.”

“Monsieur is dead.”

“Ah, peste! Is that your news? Where do you come from to bring us such tidings?”

“I come from Orleans, mademoiselle.”

“And is that all your news?”

“Ah, no; I’ve come to tell you that Madame Henrietta of England is coming to marry the king’s brother.”

“Really, Malicorne, your news is ancient history.”

“If you keep jesting like this, I’ll have you thrown out.”

“Oh!”

“Yes, you frustrate me.”

“Well, patience, mademoiselle.”

“You’re just trying to make yourself out to be important; I know why. Go on, then!”

“Why don’t you tell me, and I’ll respond honestly—if it’s true.”

“You know that I’m desperate to secure that commission as lady of honor, which I foolishly asked you for, and you still won’t use your influence.”

“Who, me?” Malicorne looked down, clasped his hands, and put on a gloomy face. “What influence could a lowly clerk possibly have?”

“Your father doesn’t earn twenty thousand livres a year for nothing, M. Malicorne.”

“That’s only a provincial fortune, Mademoiselle de Montalais.”

“Your father doesn’t know monsieur le prince’s secrets for nothing, either.”

“He only uses that to lend monseigneur money.”

“In short, you’re not the cleverest young man in the province for no reason.”

“You flatter me!”

“Who, me?”

“Yes, you.”

“How so?”

“Since I say I have no influence, and you keep insisting I do.”

“Well then—about my commission?”

“Well—what about it?”

“Will I get it, or won’t I?”

“You shall have it.”

“Yes, but when?”

“When you wish.”

“Where is it, then?”

“In my pocket.”

“How—in your pocket?”

“Yes.”

With a smile, Malicorne drew a letter from his pocket, which Mademoiselle snatched eagerly and began to read with growing excitement. As she read, her face brightened.

“Malicorne,” she exclaimed when she reached the end, “you truly are a good man.”

“What do you mean, mademoiselle?”

“Because you could have charged me for this commission, but you chose not to.” She broke into hearty laughter, hoping to embarrass the clerk, but Malicorne held firm.

“I don’t understand you,” he said, and now it was Montalais who looked surprised.

“I’ve told you my feelings,” Malicorne continued. “You’ve said three times, always while laughing, that you don’t love me. You’ve hugged me once without laughing, and that is all I wish.”

“All?” the proud and playful Montalais replied, a touch of wounded pride in her tone.

“Absolutely all, mademoiselle,” Malicorne answered.

“Ah!” The brief exclamation showed as much anger as gratitude. He shook his head gently.

“Listen, Montalais,” he said, not caring if his familiarity pleased her. “Let’s not quarrel.”

“And why not?” she pressed.

“Because in the year I’ve known you, you could have had me sent away a dozen times if you’d wanted.”

“Really? On what grounds?”

“Because I’ve been cheeky enough to deserve it.”

“Oh, that’s true.”

“You see, you can’t deny it,” Malicorne replied. “Monsieur Malicorne!”

“Let’s not get angry. If you’ve kept me around, it must be for some reason.”

“Not because I love you,” Montalais interrupted. “In fact, I’m certain you hate me at this very moment.”

“Oh, you’ve never spoken truer words.”

“Well, you can be sure I can’t stand you.”

“Ah!”

“I accept your challenge.”

“Go on. You think me rough and dim-witted; I, in turn, find your voice harsh and your face sour with anger. Right now, you’d rather throw me out that window than let me kiss your hand. I’d leap from this balcony before I’d dare touch the hem of your dress. But mark my words, in five minutes, you’ll love me, and I’ll adore you. It’s bound to happen.”

“I doubt that.”

“And I swear it.”

“Conceited!”

“But that isn’t the real reason. You need me, Aure, just as I need you.”

“When you want to joke, I make you laugh; when I want to be tender, I just look at you. I’ve gotten you the commission as lady of honor that you wanted; soon, you’ll give me something I want in return.”

“I will?”

“Yes, you will. But for now, dear Aure, I assure you I want nothing at all, so relax.”

“You’re unbearable, Malicorne! I was about to celebrate my commission, and you’ve ruined it.”

“Good! No time wasted—you’ll celebrate when I’m gone.”

“Then go, and after—”

“Very well; but first, a word of advice.”

“What is it?”

“Get your spirits back—you look quite unpleasant when you pout.”

“How rude!”

“Come now, let’s be honest with each other while there’s still time.”

“Oh, Malicorne! What a bad heart you have!”

“Oh, Montalais! What an ungrateful girl you are!”

The young man rested his elbow on the window frame while Montalais picked up a book and pretended to read. Malicorne stood, brushed his hat with his sleeve, and smoothed his black doublet. Montalais, though pretending to be absorbed, eyed him from the corner of her eye.

“Great!” she exclaimed, exasperated. “He’s put on his serious face—and now he’ll sulk for a week.”

“A fortnight, mademoiselle,” Malicorne replied with a bow.

Montalais raised her small, clenched fist. “Monster!” she cried. “Oh, if I were a man!”

“What would you do?” he asked, curious.

“I would strangle you.”

“Well then,” Malicorne said, a mischievous light in his eyes, “I think I’m starting to wish for something.”

“What do you wish for now, Monsieur Devil? That I lose my temper with you?”

Malicorne began spinning his hat between his fingers with feigned respect, but suddenly, he let it drop, grabbed the young woman by the shoulders, and pulled her close. He covered her lips with his in a kiss that was warm and surprising, especially for someone who pretended to be so indifferent. Aure might have cried out, but the protest was lost in his kiss.

Flustered and visibly annoyed, the young woman pushed Malicorne against the wall. “Perfect!” Malicorne said, philosophical. “That should last me six weeks. Goodbye, mademoiselle; please accept my humble respects.” He took three steps toward the door.

“No—you shall not leave!” Montalais cried, stamping her foot. “Stay right there!”

“I command you!”

“You command me?”

“Yes; am I not in charge here?”

“You command my heart and soul, absolutely.”

“Fine ownership! Ma foi! The soul is foolish and the heart is cold.”

“Careful, Montalais, I know you,” Malicorne teased. “You’re about to fall in love with your devoted servant.”

“Well, yes!” she replied, putting her arms around his neck playfully, more like a child indulging than someone truly passionate. “Well, yes! I should at least say thank you.”

“For what?”

“For the commission; doesn’t it decide my whole future?”

“And mine, too.”

Montalais looked him over. “It’s strange,” she said, “I can never tell if you’re serious or not.”

“I couldn’t be more serious. I was going to Paris—you’re going there—we’re both going.”

“So that’s the only reason you helped me; how selfish!”

“What would you have me say, Aure?”

“I can’t live without you.”

“Well! To be honest, it’s the same for me; still, I must say, you are quite the ill-tempered young woman.”

“Aure, my dear Aure, be careful! Call me names too much and you know what happens—I’ll end up adoring you.”

With that, Malicorne pulled the young girl close again. At that moment, a footstep rang out on the stairs. They were so close that they would have been caught in each other’s arms if Montalais had not pushed Malicorne against the door, which swung open at just that moment. A loud cry arose, followed by a volley of angry scolding.

It was Madame de Saint-Remy who gave the cry and sharp words. Unlucky Malicorne nearly pinned her between the door and the wall as she entered. “That good-for-nothing again!” cried the old lady. “Always here!”

“Ah, madame!” Malicorne replied respectfully. “It’s been eight long days since I was last here.”




Chapter III: In Which We Finally Encounter the True Heroine of This Story

Behind Madame de Saint-Remy stood Mademoiselle de la Valliere. She heard her mother’s outburst and, understanding the reason, entered the room trembling. There, she saw the pitiable Malicorne, whose sorry expression could have softened—or amused—any observer. He had scrambled behind a large chair, hoping to escape Madame de Saint-Remy’s initial fury. He had no chance with words; she spoke louder and didn’t let up. He relied on the eloquence of gestures instead.

The old lady refused to hear or listen to anything; Malicorne had long been one of her favorite targets. Her anger, however, could not stop at him and spilled over to his accomplice as well. Montalais was next.

“And you, mademoiselle, you may be sure I’ll tell madame what’s going on in the apartments of one of her ladies of honor.”

“Oh, dear mother!” cried Mademoiselle de la Vallière, “please, for mercy’s sake—”

“Be quiet, mademoiselle, and don’t waste your breath pleading for unworthy people. For a young maid of honor like you to be forced to witness such bad examples is a real misfortune; but I won’t let you excuse it by your own kindness.”

“But honestly,” Montalais protested, “I don’t know why you treat me like this.”

“I suppose I’m doing no harm?”

“And that worthless fellow, mademoiselle,” Madame de Saint-Remy pressed, pointing at Malicorne, “is he here for any good, I ask you?”

“He isn’t here for good or ill, madame; he just came to see me, that’s all.”

“Well, that’s quite enough!” the old lady shot back. “Her royal highness shall be informed, and she’ll decide.”

“Still, I don’t see why it should be forbidden for M. Malicorne to have feelings for me, especially if those feelings are honorable,” replied Montalais.

“Honorable intentions with a face like that!” Madame de Saint-Remy scoffed. “Thank you for mentioning my face,” Malicorne replied.

“Come, daughter, come,” Madame de Saint-Remy urged. “We must report to madame that while she mourns her husband, and we all grieve the head of this old castle of Blois—such a place of sorrow—some people only seek entertainment through their flirtations!”

“Oh!” both accused protested at once.

“A maid of honor! A maid of honor!” the old woman cried, hands raised to heaven.

“Well! You are wrong there, madame,” Montalais answered, annoyed. “I am no longer a maid of honor—at least not of yours.”

“Have you given up your post, mademoiselle? How admirable! I can only celebrate such resolve, and I do.”

“I didn’t resign, madame; I just took another appointment—that’s all.”

“In the bourgeoisie or in the robe?” Madame de Saint-Remy asked, her tone full of disdain.

“Let me clarify, madame, that I am not a girl meant to serve either bourgeoises or robines; I intend to serve at a court that is almost royal.”

“Ha, ha! A royal court,” Madame de Saint-Remy sneered, forcing a laugh. “A royal court! Just think of that, my daughter!”

She turned to Mademoiselle de la Vallière, determined to draw her away from Montalais. Instead of yielding, Mademoiselle de la Vallière merely looked from her mother to Montalais with her beautifully understanding eyes.

“I didn’t say a royal court, madame,” Montalais replied, “because Madame Henrietta of England, who is about to become the wife of S.A.R. Monsieur, is not a queen. I said almost royal, and I was correct—she’ll be the king’s sister-in-law.”

Madame de Saint-Remy was as astonished by these words as if lightning had struck the castle.

“What do you mean? Of Her Royal Highness Madame Henrietta?” she stammered, visibly shaken.

“I mean that I am going to serve in her household as maid of honor; that’s what I mean.”

“As maid of honor?” cried Madame de Saint-Remy, despair overtaking her, while Mademoiselle de la Vallière glowed with joy.

“Yes, madame, as maid of honor.”

The old lady’s head drooped like someone dealt a stunning blow. But she quickly composed herself, and delivered a final sharp retort.

“Oh! Oh!” she exclaimed. “I’ve seen plenty of promises like that—big plans that only lead to wild dreams. But when it comes time to make good on those dreams, people are always stunned to see the ground vanish beneath them.”

“Oh, madame, my patron’s word is solid, and his promises may as well be deeds.”

“Would it be improper to ask the name of this powerful patron?”

“Oh! Mon Dieu! Not at all! It’s the gentleman right there,” Montalais answered, pointing to Malicorne, who maintained his composure and slightly amusing dignity throughout the exchange.

“Monsieur!” cried Madame de Saint-Remy, breaking into laughter. “Monsieur is your patron! The man with such power, whose word is as good as gold, is none other than Monsieur Malicorne!”

Malicorne gave a courteous bow. Montalais simply drew the brevet from her pocket and handed it to the old lady.

“Here is the brevet,” she said. In a moment, everything changed. After a quick glance at the document, the old lady pressed her hands together, her face twisted by envy and regret. Overcome, she had to sit down to avoid fainting.

Montalais was too kind to gloat over her win or mock her defeated rival, especially when that rival was her friend’s mother. She accepted her victory with moderation, not pride. Malicorne, meanwhile, showed less reserve. He stretched out in his chair with a grand air, feeling at home in a way that, just two hours earlier, would have brought threats of physical punishment.

“Maid of honor to the young madame!” Madame de Saint-Remy gasped, still half in disbelief.

“Yes, madame, and I owe it to the support of M. Malicorne,” he said.

“It’s unbelievable!” the old lady insisted. “Isn’t it, Louise?” But Louise said nothing, her look almost sad. She brushed her delicate brow and sighed deeply.

“Well, monsieur,” Madame de Saint-Remy suddenly asked, “how did you manage to secure this post?”

“I asked for it, madame.”

“From whom?”

“From a friend.”

“And you have friends powerful enough at court to arrange such things?”

“So it appears.”

“May I know who these friends are?”

“I never said I had many friends, madame; I said only one.”

“And this friend is?”

“Peste! madame, you ask too much! When a friend is as powerful as mine, people don’t speak his name publicly, for fear of losing him.”

“You’re right, monsieur, to keep that name to yourself; I suspect it would be very difficult for you to say it.”

“Still,” Montalais interrupted, “if the friend doesn’t exist, the brevet does, and that settles the matter.”

“Then, I suppose,” said Madame de Saint-Remy, her smile sly, “when I found monsieur here just now—”

“Well?”

“He brought you the brevet.”

“Exactly, madame; you guessed correctly.”

“Well then, nothing could be more proper or moral.”

“I believe so, madame.”

“And seems I was mistaken in blaming you, mademoiselle.”

“Very mistaken, madame; but I’ve grown so used to your reproaches, I can easily forgive this one.”

“In that case, let’s go, Louise; there’s nothing left to keep us here. Well!”

“Madame!” La Valliere called, surprised. “Did you say something?”

“You don’t seem to be paying attention, my child.”

“No, madame, I was lost in thought.”

“About what?”

“A thousand things.”

“You don’t hold anything against me, at least, Louise?” Montalais asked, squeezing her hand.

“Why should I, dear Aure?” the girl answered, her voice soft as a flute.

“Dame!” Madame de Saint-Remy continued, “if she did harbor a little resentment, poor girl, she might well be forgiven.”

“Why should she, really?”

“Seems to me she comes of just as good a family and is just as pretty as you.”

“Mother! Mother!” Louise cried. “Prettier by far, madame—not a better family; but that isn’t why Louise should bear me resentment.”

“Do you think she’ll enjoy being stuck here in Blois while you dazzle Paris?”

“But, madame, it’s not I who keep Louise from coming with me; I’d be delighted if she came too.”

“But apparently M.

“Malicorne, who has so much influence at court—”

“All the worse, madame,” Malicorne piped in. “In this world, everyone must look out for themselves.”

“Malicorne! Malicorne!” Montalais called. Leaning in, she added quietly, “Keep Madame de Saint-Remy occupied, either in debate or by making up with her; I must speak with Louise.” As she finished, she gave Malicorne’s hand a gentle squeeze,




Chapter IV: Malicorne and Manicamp

Malicorne and Manicamp—these newcomers merit our attention, both for their names and the mysterious connection they share. Let’s look a bit more closely at Messieurs Malicorne and Manicamp.

Malicorne had gone to Orleans to obtain the brevet for Mademoiselle de Montalais, the very document whose appearance had caused such a stir at Blois. It so happened that M. de Manicamp was also in Orleans at the time.

M. de Manicamp was an unusual type—a remarkably intelligent young man, constantly short of money and always in need. Despite his endless struggles, he regularly dipped into the deep purse of M. le Comte de Guiche, then one of the richest young men around. M. le Comte de Guiche had known De Manicamp since boyhood; Manicamp was a poor nobleman, a vassal by birth, from the house of Gramont.

With tact and charm, De Manicamp made himself comfortable in the luxurious home of the celebrated maréchal. Even as a child, he soon became indispensable to the whims of the Comte de Guiche. Whenever the count snatched fruit meant for Madame la Maréchale, broke a mirror, or even injured a pet, Manicamp would step in, accept blame, and receive any resulting punishment. There were benefits: instead of wearing the plain clothes typical of his family’s modest means, he went about dazzling and elegant




Chapter V: Manicamp and Malicorne

Malicorne left Blois, as we’ve mentioned, and set out to find his friend Manicamp, who was currently taking a temporary retreat in the city of Orléans. At that moment, the young nobleman was busy selling the last decent clothes he owned. Two weeks earlier, he had wrangled a hundred pistoles from the Comte de Guiche—his entire fortune—to properly outfit himself for Madame’s arrival at Le Havre. Just three days earlier, he had collected fifty pistoles from Malicorne, which was the price of the brevet secured for Montalais. By then, he had nothing left, having spent everything except a fine suit of cloth and satin, embroidered and laced with gold, which had once been the envy of the court. However, in order to part with this—the last suit he owned—Manicamp had forced himself to take to his bed.

No more fire, no more pocket money, no more funds for outings—nothing but sleep to replace meals, gatherings, and balls. The old saying goes, “He who sleeps, dines,” but no one has ever claimed, “He who sleeps, plays,” or “He who sleeps, dances.” Manicamp, forced to do without play or dance for at least a week, was thoroughly miserable. He was expecting a moneylender, but instead, Malicorne walked in. A cry of distress escaped him. “What! You again, dear friend?” he exclaimed, his tone difficult to describe.

“Humph!

“You’re very polite!” said Malicorne.

“Ah, look here,” replied Manicamp, “I was expecting money, and instead, it’s you.”

“What if I brought you some money?” Malicorne asked.

“Oh! That changes everything. You’re most welcome, my dear friend!”

He extended his hand—not to shake Malicorne’s, but to receive the purse. Malicorne pretended to misunderstand and offered his hand instead.

“And the money?” Manicamp asked, impatience clear in his voice.

“My dear friend, if you want it, you have to earn it.”

“What do I need to do?”

“Earn it, parbleu!”

“How should I do that?”

“Oh! That’s not so easy, I warn you.”

“The devil!”

“You have to get out of bed and go straight to M. le Comte de Guiche.”

“Get up?” Manicamp stretched lazily in bed. “Oh, no, thank you!”

“Have you sold all your clothes?”

“No, I still have one suit left—the finest—though I’m expecting a buyer.”

“And the chausses?”

“Well, if you look over there, you’ll see them on that chair.”

“Very well! Since you still have some chausses and a pourpoint, get dressed, have a horse saddled, and set out.”

“Not a chance.”

“And why not?”

“Morbleu! Don’t you know M. de Guiche is in Etampes?”

“No, I thought he was in Paris. So now you only have fifteen leagues to ride instead of thirty.”

“You’re remarkably clever!”

“If I rode fifteen leagues in this suit, it would be ruined—completely unsellable. Instead of getting thirty pistoles, I’d be lucky to get fifteen.”

“Sell them for whatever you like, but I want a second commission as maid of honor.”

“Fine. For whom? Is Montalais trying for two appointments?”

“Wretch! You’re the one doubling up. You’re using two fortunes—mine and M. le Comte de Guiche’s.”

“You should say, ‘that of M. le Comte de Guiche and yours.’”

“That’s true; credit where it’s due. But back to my brevet.”

“And you’re mistaken.”

“Prove it.”

“My friend, Madame will only have twelve maids of honor. I’ve already secured for you what twelve hundred women are fighting over, and I had to pull every diplomatic string to do it.”

“Oh!

“Yes, I know you’ve been quite the hero, my dear friend.”

“We manage things well,” replied Manicamp. “But to whom are you speaking? When I become king, I promise you one thing.”

“What? That you’ll call yourself Malicorne the First?”

“No; I promise to make you my superintendent of finances. But that’s not the matter at hand.”

“Unfortunately.”

“The issue is to get me a second maid of honor position.”

“My friend, even if you offered me the price of heaven, I wouldn’t budge right now.”

Malicorne jingled his coins. “There are twenty pistoles here,” he said. “And what would you do with twenty pistoles, mon Dieu!”

“Well!” Malicorne continued, a little irritated, “what if I added them to the five hundred you already owe me?”

“You make a good point,” Manicamp replied, reaching out his hand again. “With that in mind, I can accept them.”

“Give them to me.”

“Just a moment! It’s not enough to hold out your hand. If I give you the twenty pistoles, will I get my brevet?”

“Of course, you will.”

“Soon?”

“Today.”

“Oh! Be careful, Monsieur de Manicamp; you’re promising a lot, and I’m not pressing you for that. Thirty leagues in one day is too much—it’s exhausting.”

“Nothing’s impossible for a friend.”

“You’re quite a hero.”

“Now, where are the twenty pistoles?”

“Right here,” Malicorne said, showing the coins. “That’s good.”

“Yes, but my dear M. Manicamp, you could make that trip on horseback yourself!”

“No, no, let’s not worry about that.”

“Excuse me, isn’t it fifteen leagues from here to Etampes?”

“Fourteen.”

“Alright, fourteen then; fourteen leagues means seven posts. At twenty sous per post, that’s seven livres. Seven more for the courier, and fourteen for the return—twenty-eight! Add the cost of bed and supper, and you’re up to sixty livres for this favor.”

Manicamp stretched himself out like a serpent in bed, staring at Malicorne. “You’re right,” he said. “I couldn’t get back before tomorrow.” He pocketed the twenty pistoles. “Now, off you go!”

“Since I won’t be back until tomorrow, we have some time.”

“Time for what?”

“Time to play.”

“With what?”

“Your twenty pistoles, of course!”

“No; you always win.”

“Then I’ll wager them.”

“Against what?”

“Against another twenty.”

“And what’s the bet?”

“This: We agreed it’s fourteen leagues to Etampes.”

“Yes.”

“And fourteen leagues back?”

“Of course.”

“Well, for those twenty-eight leagues, you can’t make it in less than fourteen hours, can you?”

“That’s fair.”

“One hour to find the Comte de Guiche.”

“Go on.”

“And one hour to persuade him to write a letter to Monsieur.”

“Exactly.”

“That’s sixteen hours in total?”

“You calculate as well as M.” “Colbert.”

“It’s noon now.”

“Half-past.”

“Hein!—nice watch you have!”

“What were you saying?” Malicorne asked, slipping his watch back into his fob. “Ah, yes; I’m betting you twenty pistoles against the ones I just gave you that you’ll have the Comte de Guiche’s letter in—”

“How soon?”

“In eight hours.”

“Do you have a winged horse, then?”

“That’s not the point. Will you take the bet?”

“I’ll have the comte’s letter in eight hours?”

“Yes.”

“In hand?”

“In hand.”

“Very well; I accept,” Malicorne said, curious to see how this clothier would manage. “Is it agreed?”

“It is.”

“Hand me pen, ink, and paper.”

“Here they are.”

“Thank you.”

Manicamp propped himself up with a sigh, leaning on his left elbow, and carefully wrote these lines with his best hand:

“Good for an order for a position as maid of honor to Madame, which M. le Comte de Guiche will undertake to secure at sight.”

DE MANICAMP.”

After finishing this, he fell back into bed. “Well!” asked Malicorne, “what does this mean?”

“It means that if you’re set on getting the letter from the Comte de Guiche for Monsieur, I’ve won my wager.”

“How’s that?”

“It’s simple. You take this paper.”

“Well?”

“And go in my place.”

“Ah!”

“Push your horses as fast as possible.”

“Good!”

“In six hours, you’ll reach Etampes; in seven, you’ll get the comte’s letter, and I’ll win the bet without leaving my bed—which works out perfectly for us both.”

“Indeed, Manicamp, you’re very clever.”

“Hein! I know it.”

“So I’m to go to Etampes?”

“Immediately.”

“And give this order to the Comte de Guiche?”

“He’ll give you a similar one for Monsieur.”

“Monsieur will sign it?”

“Right away.”

“And I’ll get my brevet?”

“You will.”

“Ah!”

“Well, I hope I carry it off properly?”

“Admirably.”

“Thank you.”

“So, you’ll do as you please with the Comte de Guiche, Manicamp?”

“Anything except making money off him—everything else?”

“Diable! That exception is annoying. But what if, instead of asking him for money, you asked him for—”

“What?”

“Something important.”

“What do you mean by important?”

“Well! Let’s say one of your friends asks you for a favor?”

“I wouldn’t do it for him.”

“Selfish man!”

“Or at least, I’d want to know what he’d do for me.”

“Ah! That seems fair. Well, that friend is speaking to you.”

“What, you, Malicorne?”

“Yes; it’s me.”

“Ah! ah!

“You’re quite well-off, then?”

“I still have fifty pistoles left.”

“Exactly what I need. Where are those fifty pistoles?”

“Right here,” Malicorne said, patting his pocket. “Now, my friend, just tell me what you want.”

Malicorne picked up the pen, ink, and paper again and handed them to Manicamp. “Write!” he said. “Dictate!”

“A position in Monsieur’s household.”

“Oh!” Manicamp exclaimed, setting down the pen. “A position in Monsieur’s household for fifty pistoles?”

“You misunderstood me, my friend; you didn’t hear right.”

“What did you say, then?”

“I said five hundred.”

“And the five hundred?”

“Here they are.”

Manicamp’s eyes feasted on the rouleau, but Malicorne kept it just out of reach. “Eh!”

“What do you say? Five hundred pistoles.”

“I say it’s nothing, my friend,” Manicamp answered, picking up the pen again. “You’re running through my credit. Go ahead and dictate.”

Malicorne continued, “Which my friend the Comte de Guiche will secure for my friend Malicorne.”

“That’s it,” Manicamp said. “But forgive me, you forgot to sign.”

“Ah! That’s true. The five hundred pistoles?”

“Here are two hundred and fifty.”

“And the other two hundred and fifty?”

“When I have my position.”

Manicamp made a face.

“Then return the recommendation to me.”

“What should I do with it?”

“Add two words.”

“Two words?”

“Yes, just two.”

“What words?”

“In haste.”

Malicorne handed back the recommendation, and Manicamp quickly added the words. “Good,” said Malicorne, taking the paper back. Manicamp began counting out the pistoles. “You’re short twenty,” he remarked.

“How so?”

“The twenty I won.”

“From what?”

“From our bet that you’d get the letter from the Comte de Guiche within eight hours.”

“Ah! Fair enough,” Malicorne replied, handing over twenty pistoles.

Manicamp




Chapter VI: The Courtyard of the Hôtel Grammont

When Malicorne arrived in Orleans, he learned that the Comte de Guiche had just left for Paris. Malicorne rested for a couple of hours before continuing his journey, reaching Paris during the night. There, he checked into a small hotel where he had stayed on previous visits to the capital. By eight o’clock the next morning, he headed to the Hôtel Grammont.

He arrived just in time—Comte de Guiche was about to say goodbye to Monsieur before leaving for Le Havre, where leading members of the French nobility were gathering to await Madame’s arrival from England. As soon as Malicorne mentioned Manicamp’s name, he was admitted right away.

In the courtyard of the Hôtel Grammont, he found Comte de Guiche examining his horses, which were being reviewed by trainers and equerries. Surrounded by tradespeople and servants, the count was busy praising or critiquing the horses and harnesses shown to him. At that moment, the name Manicamp was announced.

“Manicamp!” he exclaimed. “Let him enter right away.”

He stepped toward the door. Malicorne slipped through the half-open entrance, and, upon seeing the Comte de Guiche—who was surprised by the unfamiliar face—said, “Please excuse me, monsieur le comte, but I believe there has been a mistake. M. Manicamp was announced, yet it is only his envoy who stands before you.”

“Ah!” said De Guiche coldly. “And what do you bring me?”

“A letter, monsieur le comte.” Malicorne handed him the document, watching closely as the count read it. De Guiche laughed. “What! Another maid of honor? Has Manicamp taken all the maids of honor in France under his protection?”

Malicorne bowed.

“Why doesn’t he come himself?” the count asked. “He’s bedridden.”

“Good heavens! Then he must be out of money,” De Guiche said, shrugging. “What does he do with it all?”

Malicorne gestured, indicating he was just as puzzled.

“Why doesn’t he use his credit, then?” De Guiche continued. “As for that, I think—”

“What?”

“That Manicamp has credit with no one but you, Monsieur le Comte!”

“So he won’t be at Le Havre, then?” Malicorne responded with another shrug.

“But everyone will be there.”

“I trust, Monsieur le Comte, that he will not miss such an excellent opportunity.”

“He should be in Paris by now.”

“He may take the direct route to catch up.”

“Where is he now?”

“At Orleans.”

“Monsieur,” said De Guiche, “you seem like a man of great taste.”

Malicorne, wearing some of Manicamp’s old—yet new-looking—clothes, bowed in response. “You honor me, Monsieur le Comte.”

“Whom am I speaking with?”

“My name is Malicorne, monsieur.”

“M. de Malicorne, what do you think of these pistol holsters?”

Malicorne, sharp and observant, immediately understood the game being played. The “de” before his name placed him on equal footing with the man he was addressing. He examined the holsters like a true expert and answered without hesitation, “They seem a bit heavy, monsieur.”

“You see,” De Guiche said to the saddler, “this gentleman, who clearly understands these things, finds the holsters heavy—a complaint I already made.” The saddler quickly made excuses. De Guiche continued, “And what do you think of this horse I just bought?”

“At a glance, it appears perfect, Monsieur le Comte. However, I’d need to ride it to give a true opinion.”

“Please do, M. de Malicorne, and ride him around the courtyard a few times.”

The hotel courtyard was designed to double as a riding school. With effortless skill, Malicorne adjusted the bridle and snaffle reins, placed his left hand on the horse’s mane, and, with his foot in the stirrup, sprang into the saddle. He guided the horse at a walk around the courtyard, then trotted, and finally brought it to a gallop. After the circuit, he stopped beside the count, dismounted smoothly, and handed the bridle to a groom.

“Well,” said the count, “what do you think, M. de Malicorne?”

“This horse, Monsieur le Comte, is Mecklenburg-bred. While judging if the bit suited his mouth, I saw he’s rising seven—the perfect age to begin training a future charger. He’s light in the forehand, and people say a horse that holds his head high never tires his rider’s hand. But his withers are low, and the slope of his hindquarters makes me doubt the pure German blood; I suspect some English heritage. He stands well on his legs, but he trots high, which means he might cut himself, so his shoeing will need careful attention. He’s very willing,” I noted, as I turned and shifted his feet. I was pleased by how responsive he was.

“Well said, M. de Malicorne,” the comte exclaimed. “You clearly have an eye for horses.” He added, “And you’re dressed very well, M. de Malicorne. That style is certainly not provincial. No one in Tours or Orleans would dress like that.”

“No, monsieur le comte; my clothes were tailored in Paris.”

“That shows. But let’s get back to the main point.” Manicamp wants the appointment of another maid of honor.”

“You see what he’s written, Monsieur le Comte.”

“And who was the first appointment for?”

Malicorne felt himself flush as he replied quickly, “For a charming maid of honor, Mademoiselle de Montalais.”

“Ah, you know her?”

“We are engaged—or nearly so.”

“Well, that’s different; my compliments to you,” De Guiche exclaimed, already thinking of a courtier’s jest. Yet, the word “engaged,” as used by Malicorne for Mademoiselle de Montalais, reminded him of the respect due to women. “And who is the second recommendation for?” he asked. “Is it for someone Manicamp is also engaged to? If so, I pity her! She’ll get quite the husband.”

“No, Monsieur le Comte; the second appointment is for Mademoiselle de la Baume le Blanc de la Vallière.”

“I don’t know her,” De Guiche replied.

“Unknown? Yes, monsieur,” Malicorne replied, smiling. “Very well then. I’ll speak to Monsieur about it. By the way, is she noble?”

“She comes from a very respectable family, and serves as maid of honor to Madame.”

“That’s good. Will you come with me to see Monsieur?”

“With great honor, if I may.”

“Do you have a carriage?”

“No; I came on horseback.”

“In that attire?”

“No, monsieur; I rode from Orleans and changed into this suit to be presentable to you.”

“Right, I remember you said you came from Orleans,” he said, crumpling Manicamp’s letter and putting it in his pocket.

“I beg your pardon,” Malicorne said timidly, “but I don’t think you’ve read everything.”

“There’s more?” the count asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Yes, there were two letters in the envelope.”

“You’re certain?”

“Absolutely.”

“Well, let’s see then,” the count said, opening the letter again. “Ah! You’re right,” he said, unfolding the sheet he hadn’t yet read. “Just as I thought—another request for an appointment in Monsieur’s household. This Manicamp is quite the opportunist; he’s turned this into a business.”

“No, monsieur le comte, he means it as a gift.”

“To whom?”

“To me, monsieur.”

“Why didn’t you say so earlier, my dear M. ‘Mauvaisecorne?’”

“Malicorne, monsieur le comte.”

“My apologies; it’s that Latin that trips me up—such a tangle of roots. Why must young men from good families learn Latin? Mala and mauvaise—they mean the same thing. I hope you’ll forgive me, M. de Malicorne.”

“Your kindness is appreciated, monsieur. And it urges me to be honest with you right away.”

“What is it?”

“I was not born a gentleman. I have courage and some skill, but my name is simply Malicorne.”

“You seem a very agreeable man, monsieur!” the count exclaimed, watching his companion closely. “Your face is quite pleasant, M. Malicorne, and you must have remarkable qualities to earn the favor of that egotist Manicamp. Tell me honestly—aren’t you some sort of saint sent to earth?”

“Why do you say so?”

“Because he seems to shower you with gifts. Didn’t you say he wants to give you a position in the king’s household?”

“I must correct you, Count; if I do get that post, it will be thanks to you, not him.”

“And frankly, I doubt he’d give it to you for free. Wait, I think I’m catching on—there’s a Malicorne in Orleans who lends money to the prince.”

“That’s my father, monsieur.”

“Ah! So the prince gets the father, and that dreadful Manicamp has the son.”

“Be careful, monsieur; I know him well. He’ll strip you of everything.”

“The difference is I lend money for free,” Malicorne replied with a smile. “I was right—you really are a saint, or look much like one. Monsieur Malicorne, you shall have the appointment you desire, or I’ll give up my name.”

“Ah! Monsieur le Comte, I’ll be in your debt forever!” Malicorne said, delighted.

“Then let’s go to the prince, my dear M. Malicorne,” De Guiche said, heading to the door and inviting Malicorne to follow. As they were about to step outside, a young man appeared. He looked to be about twenty-four or twenty-five, pale, with bright eyes and brown hair and eyebrows.

“Good day,” he said abruptly, almost pushing De Guiche back inside. “Is that you, De Wardes? What!”

“Booted, spurred, and whip in hand, I see?”

“That’s the proper attire for someone about to leave for Le Havre. By tomorrow, no one will be left in Paris.” With that, he saluted Malicorne ceremoniously, whose stylish outfit made him look princely. “M. Malicorne,” said De Guiche, introducing his friend, and De Wardes bowed in recognition. “M. De Wardes,” De Guiche continued for Malicorne, who also bowed. “By the way, De Wardes, since you know these things, do you know what positions are still open at court—or rather, in the prince’s household?”

“In the prince’s household,” De Wardes replied thoughtfully, “the post of master of the horse is still available.”

“Oh,” Malicorne said, “that’s far too lofty for me, monsieur; I have much smaller ambitions.”

De Wardes, shrewder than De Guiche, immediately guessed Malicorne’s intent. “Truthfully,” he said, sizing Malicorne up, “that post is reserved for a man of noble birth—a duke or a peer.”

“All I want,” Malicorne said, “is a simple appointment; I know my place and don’t aim above my station.”

“M. Malicorne, as you see him here,” De Guiche explained to De Wardes, “is a good fellow whose only misfortune is that he’s not born noble. For my part, I put little value on titles alone.”

“Indeed,” De Wardes replied. “But, dear count, without some rank it’s nearly impossible to get into his royal highness’s household.”

“You’re right,” the count admitted. “Court etiquette is strict. Good grief! We never even thought of that.”

“Alas!”

“A sad misfortune for me, Monsieur le Comte,” said Malicorne, changing color.

“But perhaps not without a solution,” De Guiche said.

“That’s easy to fix,” De Wardes remarked. “You could be made a gentleman. His Eminence Cardinal Mazarin spends all day doing just that.”

“Hush, hush, De Wardes,” the count interrupted. “Let’s not joke about that; it doesn’t suit us. True, letters of nobility can be bought, but that’s trouble enough without the nobles making fun of it.”

“Upon my word, De Guiche, you’re quite the Puritan, as the English say.”

At that moment, the Vicomte de Bragelonne was announced by one of the servants in the courtyard, exactly as he would be in a drawing room. “Come here, my dear Raoul.”

“What! You, too—booted and spurred? Are you leaving as well?”

Bragelonne joined the group of young men, greeting them in his usual quiet, serious way. He saluted De Wardes, whom he did not know but who had taken on a strange, stern air on seeing Raoul.

“I’ve come, De Guiche,” he said, “to ask you to travel with me. We’re heading to Le Havre, I assume?”

“How splendid—how delightful!”

“We’ll have a pleasant journey. M. Malicorne, M. Bragelonne—ah! M. de Wardes, let me introduce you.” The young men exchanged polite nods, with a hint of stiffness.

From the start, it was clear their personalities would clash. De Wardes was adaptable, cunning, and full of pretense, while Raoul was calm, serious, and upright.

“Choose between us—between De Wardes and me, Raoul.”

“On what question?”

“On noble birth.”

“Who could know more about that than a De Gramont?”

“No flattery; I’m asking for your real opinion.”

“Then please explain the issue.”

“De Wardes claims the distribution of titles is being abused; I say a title is worthless to its recipient.”

“And you are right,” Bragelonne answered quietly. But De Wardes, with a touch of stubbornness, said, “I say I am right.”

“And your opinion, monsieur?”

“I claim that everything in France today is set up to humiliate those with noble blood.”

“And by whom?”

“The king himself. He’s surrounded by people who can’t even show four quarterings.”

“Nonsense,” De Guiche protested. “Where have you seen that, De Wardes?”

“One example will suffice,” De Wardes said, staring at Raoul.

“Name it.”

“Do you know who has just been named captain-general of the musketeers?—a position more valuable than a peerage, since it outranks all the marshals of France.”

Raoul felt his face flush; he knew what De Wardes was hinting at.

“No; who’s been appointed? It must be very recent—the post was still open only eight days ago. The king even refused Monsieur, who recommended someone.”

“Well, the king turned down Monsieur’s candidate to give the position to the Chevalier d’Artagnan, a younger son from some Gascon family who’s been waiting in the antechambers for thirty years.”

“Excuse me for interrupting,” Raoul said sharply, giving De Wardes a piercing look, “but you seem unfamiliar with the gentleman you’re discussing.”

“Unfamiliar with M. d’Artagnan? Pray tell, who doesn’t know him?”

“Those who truly know him, monsieur,” Raoul replied, his calm tinged with sternness, “often say that while he may not be as noble as the king—which is hardly his fault—he equals any king in courage and loyalty. That is my opinion, monsieur, and I thank heaven I have known M. d’Artagnan since birth.”

De Wardes was about to answer when De Guiche interrupted.

# Chapter VII: The Portrait of Madame

The discussion had grown increasingly bitter. De Guiche understood the situation perfectly; Bragelonne's face showed instinctive hostility, while De Wardes wore an expression that clearly aimed to provoke. Without examining the various emotions behind his two friends’ feelings, De Guiche decided to redirect the confrontation he saw developing—perhaps even to protect both parties.

“Gentlemen,” he said, “we should part ways now. I must pay a visit to Monsieur.”

"You, De Wardes, will accompany me to the Louvre, while you, Raoul, will remain here as master of the house. Since everything happening here is under your supervision, I trust you to give my preparations for departure a final review."

Raoul, showing indifference to the tension, nodded and settled onto a sunlit bench. "Very well," De Guiche said. "Stay where you are, Raoul, and have them bring out the two horses I just purchased. I’d like your opinion on them, for I only bought them on the condition of your approval. By the way, I must apologize for not asking about the Comte de la Fere." As he spoke, he watched De Wardes intently, eager to observe his response to the mention of Raoul’s father.

"Thank you," Raoul replied, "the count is doing well." A flash of intense hatred appeared in De Wardes's eyes. De Guiche, apparently unaware of this, approached Raoul and shook his hand. "It’s settled then, Bragelonne? You’ll join us in the courtyard of the Palais Royal?" He then beckoned for De Wardes to accompany him, who had been shifting restlessly. "We’re off," De Guiche said. "Come along, Monsieur."

“Malicorne.” The name startled Raoul; it sounded familiar, as if he had heard it before, but he couldn’t recall exactly when. As he tried to remember, half dreamily yet half annoyed by the conversation with De Wardes, the three young men headed toward the Palais Royal, where Monsieur was residing. Malicorne noticed two things: first, that the young men needed to speak privately, and second, that he should hang back. So, he walked behind.

“Are you out of your mind?” De Guiche demanded of his companion as soon as they left the Hotel de Grammont. “You quarrel with M. d’Artagnan, and that in front of Raoul!”

“Well,” De Wardes replied, “what about it?”

“What do you mean, ‘what about it’?”

“Is there a law forbidding me to quarrel with M. d’Artagnan?”

“But you know very well that M. d’Artagnan was one of those famous—and formidable—men known as the musketeers.

“They may be celebrated, but I don’t see why that should stop me from hating M. d’Artagnan.”

“What has he done to you?”

“Personally? Nothing at all.”

“Then why this hatred?”

“Ask my late father.”

“Honestly, my dear De Wardes, you surprise me. M. d’Artagnan isn’t one to leave enmity unsettled; he always balances his accounts. Your father was a man of high principle, I've heard.”

“Besides, there are no hatreds so deep they can’t be washed away with blood, with a well-placed sword thrust delivered in good faith.”

“Listen to me, my dear De Guiche. This lasting grudge existed between my father and M. d’Artagnan. When I was a child, my father explained the reason to me, and I see it as my inheritance—something passed down to me.”

“So this hatred applies only to M. d’Artagnan?”

“Well, M. d’Artagnan was closely aligned with three friends, so some of my animosity extends to them too. And rest assured, when the chance comes, they’ll get their due share.”

De Guiche looked steadily at De Wardes, disturbed by the bitter smile twisting the young man’s lips. He felt a sense of foreboding; he knew the era of *grands coups entre gentilshommes* had passed. Yet hatred in one’s heart, rather than dying, remained powerful. Even a smile could hold as much threat as a sword. He understood that fathers who had fought openly would be followed by sons who continued to hate, but who would use intrigue and deceit rather than open combat. He did not suspect Raoul capable of such trickery; rather, he worried for Raoul. 

While these dark thoughts clouded De Guiche's face, De Wardes had regained complete composure. “In any case,” he said, “I bear no personal grudge against M. de Bragelonne; in fact, I scarcely know him.”

“Still,” De Guiche replied sternly, “remember that Raoul is my closest friend.” De Wardes acknowledged this with a bow. The conversation ended there, despite De Guiche's attempts to probe further into De Wardes's motives. It was clear De Wardes meant to reveal nothing more and remained inscrutable. De Guiche told himself he would try again with Raoul. Meanwhile, they reached the Palais Royal, surrounded by a crowd of onlookers.

Monsieur’s household waited for his signal to mount up and join the escort for the ambassadors tasked with bringing the young princess to Paris. The glittering parade of horses, weapons, and rich liveries served as some recompense for the oppressive taxes imposed on the people, rewarded by their loyal devotion to the crown. Mazarin had famously said, “Let them sing, provided they

# Chapter VIII: Le Havre

This vivid and animated group, propelled by mixed emotions, arrived in Le Havre four days after departing Paris. It was about five o’clock in the afternoon, and still no news of Madame. They immediately began searching for lodgings, but disorder broke out among the leaders, causing heated disputes among their attendants. In the middle of this commotion, the Comte de Guiche spotted Manicamp—or so he thought. It was indeed Manicamp; however, since Malicorne had taken his best suit, he was left with only a violet velvet outfit trimmed with silver.

Guiche recognized Manicamp not just by his looks but also by this well-known suit, which had become his last resort. Manicamp came up to the count beneath an arch of torches that blazed but did not truly light the entrance to Le Havre, near the tower of Francis I. Seeing Manicamp’s mournful expression, the count couldn’t help laughing.

"Well, my poor Manicamp," he called, "you look quite violet; are you in mourning?"

"Yes," Manicamp replied, "in mourning."

"For whom, or for what?"

"For my blue-and-gold suit, which is gone, leaving me with only this. I had to scrape to get even this."

"Is that so?"

"It's surprising you should be, after leaving me penniless."

"At least you’re here; that’s something."

"By the most dreadful roads."

"Where are you staying?"

"Staying?"

"Yes!"

"I’m not staying anywhere."

De Guiche laughed. "Then where do you plan to sleep?"

"Wherever you do."

"But I don’t even know myself."

"What do you mean, you don’t know?"

"Honestly, how would I know yet?"

"Didn’t you reserve a hotel?"

"I?"

"Yes, either you or the prince."

"Neither of us thought to. I assumed Le Havre was big enough, and that I could find a stable for twelve horses and a decent house in a good quarter—"

"Oh, there are very fine houses."

"Well then—"

"Just not for us."

"What do you mean, not for us? Who are they for, then?"

"For the English, obviously."

"For the English?"

"Yes; every house is taken."

"By whom?"

"By the Duke of Buckingham."

"Excuse me?" Guiche said, suddenly very interested.

“Yes, by the Duke of Buckingham. His Grace sent a courier three days ago who immediately rented every livable house in town.”

“Come now, Manicamp, help me understand.”

“Well, what I’ve told you is straightforward.”

“But surely Buckingham doesn’t need all of Le Havre?”

“No, not yet—he hasn’t arrived. But once he’s landed, he will.”

“Oh! oh!”

“You really don’t know the English; they can’t stand not having everything their way.”

“That might be, but usually a man who's taken one house is content and doesn’t care for more.”

“Yes, but what if there are two men?”

“Then for two men, two houses—or four, six, or ten if you wish. But there must be a hundred houses in Le Havre.”

“Yes, and all one hundred are rented.”

“Impossible!”

“You’re so stubborn! I tell you, Buckingham has rented every house around the one where the Queen Dowager of England and her daughter will be staying.”

“He is certainly unusual,” said De Wardes, stroking his horse’s neck. “But so it is, monsieur.”

“Are you sure of this, Monsieur de Manicamp?” he inquired, glancing at De Guiche to see how seriously he took his friend’s state of mind. As they spoke, night fell, and the torches—illuminating pages, attendants, squires, horses, and carriages—filled the city gate and square. Out on the channel, the rising tide glittered in torchlight, while on the other side of the jetty, groups of townsfolk and sailors gathered, eager not to miss the spectacle.

Uncertain of his part in all this, Bragelonne, as if merely observing, lingered behind Guiche on horseback. He watched sunlight dance on the water, breathed the brisk sea air, and listened to the waves crashing ashore, sending sprays of saltwater that echoed in the distance.

“But why would Buckingham need all those lodgings?” De Guiche demanded.

“Yes, yes,” De Wardes added. “What is his purpose?”

“A very good one,” Manicamp replied. “Do you know it?”

“I think so.”

“Then tell us.”

“Lean closer to me.”

“What! Must it be a secret?”

“You’ll see for yourself.”

“All right.” De Guiche leaned in. “Love,” Manicamp revealed.

“I don't understand you at all.”

“Let’s just say you can’t understand me yet.”

“Explain, please.”

“Of course; it’s obvious, Count, that his royal highness is going to be a very unlucky husband.”

“What do you mean?”

“The Duke of Buckingham—”

“That name spells trouble for French princes.”

“And so, rumor says, the duke is passionately in love with Madame and wants no one near her but himself.”

De Guiche blushed.

“Thank you, thank you,” he said, gripping Manicamp’s hand. After a pause, he collected himself. “Whatever you do, Manicamp, be sure this matter of Buckingham’s doesn’t reach French ears. If it does, many swords will be drawn in our country, which isn’t afraid of English steel.”

“But still,” Manicamp said, “I haven’t seen any definite proof of this affair. It may be only rumors.”

“No, no,” De Guiche insisted, his composure failing as his teeth clenched. “It must be true.”

“Well,” said Manicamp, “what difference does it make to you? Or to me, if the prince turns out like the late king? The father, Buckingham, for the queen; the son for the princess.”

“Manicamp! Manicamp!”

“It’s fact, or so everyone claims.”

“Quiet!” the count cried.

“But why be quiet?” De Wardes asked. “Is it not an honor for France? Don’t you think so, Monsieur de Bragelonne?”

“To which situation do you refer?” De Bragelonne responded, keeping his gaze distant. “That the English admire the beauty of our queens and princesses?”

“I must confess, I haven’t really been following. Would you explain?”

“Certainly. It was necessary for Buckingham the elder to visit Paris so that King Louis XIII could see his wife was among France’s most beautiful women. Now, it seems just as fitting for Buckingham the younger to honor, by his devotion, the beauty of a princess of French blood. Having inspired passion across the Channel will add to her reputation.”

“Sir,” De Bragelonne responded, “I am troubled to hear such things taken so lightly. Gentlemen of our standing should vigilantly protect the honor of our queens and princesses. If we make them the subject of jokes, what example do we set for our own servants?”

“How am I to take that?” De Wardes demanded, offended.

“In any way you wish, monsieur,” De Bragelonne replied coldly. “Bragelonne, Bragelonne,” De Guiche murmured thoughtfully. “M. de Wardes,” Manicamp said, observing the young man move his horse closer to Raoul. “Gentlemen, gentlemen,” De Guiche broke in, “let’s avoid setting such an example here in public, especially on the street. De Wardes, you are mistaken.”

“Mistaken? How so, may I ask?”

“You are mistaken, monsieur, because you’re always speaking ill of someone or something,” Raoul replied, still calm.

“Be patient, Raoul,” De Guiche murmured. “Please, gentlemen, don’t think of fighting—not yet!” Manicamp added, “You ought to rest first; otherwise, you’d be too tired to manage much.”

“Come, let’s go on, gentlemen!” urged De Guiche, pressing forward through horses and attendants to the center of the square, the whole company following. He found the large gateway leading to a courtyard already open, and De Guiche entered first, with Bragelonne, De Wardes, Manicamp, and some other gentlemen close behind.

They held a kind of council of war, debating how best to uphold the dignity of the embassy. Bragelonne was for asserting the right of precedence, while De Wardes suggested they seize the town outright. Manicamp, thinking this plan too hasty, instead advised they rest first.

This was undeniably the wisest idea, except for one thing—they had no house, and there weren’t any beds. After a brief pause, De Guiche declared, “Whoever loves me, follow me!”

“What about the servants?” a page asked, approaching the group.

“Everyone,” answered De Guiche enthusiastically. “Manicamp, take us to the house meant for Her Royal Highness’s residence.”

Without knowing the count’s real intention, his friends followed, joined by a crowd whose cheers and excitement seemed to hail the success of a plan not yet clear to them. The wind howled from the harbor, blowing in unpredictable gusts.


# Chapter IX: At Sea

The following day offered a brief reprieve, though the gale still raged. The sun rose through a bank of orange clouds, casting cheerful rays over the crests of the dark waves. Impatient watch was kept from the various lookouts. Around eleven o’clock in the morning, a ship appeared on the horizon, her sails full and billowing; two others followed closely behind, just half a knot apart. They approached like arrows shot by a master archer, yet the sea was so wild that their speed seemed insignificant against the relentless roll of the waves, which tossed the ships one way and then another.

The English fleet was soon recognized by the distinctive design of their ships and the colors of their pennants. Leading them was the flagship, flying the admiral’s flag and bearing the princess aboard. Word spread quickly that the princess was arriving, prompting the entire French court to rush to the harbor. Soon, the quays and jetties overflowed with eager onlookers.

Two hours later, the other vessels caught up with the flagship. Instead of risking the narrow harbor entrance, they dropped anchor between Le Havre and La Heve. Once the maneuver was completed, the admiral’s ship saluted France with twelve cannon shots, matched by an equal response from Fort Francis I. Shortly after, a hundred boats decorated with fine fabrics set out, ready to carry members of the French nobility to the anchored ships.

As they watched the boats tossed even within the harbor and the waves beyond the jetty rising to great heights, crashing at the shore with deafening roars, it became clear that none of those fragile vessels could safely travel even a quarter of the distance to the anchored ships. Yet, despite the wild wind and sea, a pilot boat was preparing to leave the harbor, ready to serve the admiral.

De Guiche, scanning for a boat strong enough to make the journey to the English ships, turned to Raoul and said, “Don’t you think, as intelligent and capable men, we should be ashamed to back down from the mere force of wind and waves?”

“That’s just what I was thinking,” Bragelonne replied. “Shall we board that boat and set out? Will you come, De Wardes?”

“Careful, or you’ll drown,” warned Manicamp. “And for what benefit?” De Wardes added. “With the wind against you, you’ll never reach the ships.”

“So you refuse?” De Guiche pressed.

“Absolutely,” De Wardes said. “I would risk my life gladly in battle against men,” he added, glancing at Bragelonne, “but I have no desire to wrestle the waves with oars.”

“As for me,” Manicamp chimed in, “even if I made it to the ships, I wouldn’t want to ruin the only decent suit I have left—saltwater would destroy it.”

“So you refuse as well?” De Guiche exclaimed.

“I do indeed; I want to make that perfectly clear.”

“But,” exclaimed De Guiche, “look, De Wardes—look, Manicamp—over there! The princesses are watching us from the stern of the admiral’s ship.”

“All the more reason not to make fools of ourselves by drowning in front of them.”

“Is that your final answer, Manicamp?”

“Yes.”

“And you, De Wardes?”

“Yes.”

“Then I’ll go alone.”

“Not at all,” said Raoul. “I’ll accompany you; I thought that was understood.”

In truth, Raoul, unwavering in his loyalty and fully aware of the risk, recognized the imminent danger. But he accepted a peril De Wardes had declined. Just as the boat was about to set out, De Guiche called to the pilot. “Wait,” he said. “Two places in your boat.” He wrapped five or six pistoles in paper and tossed them from the quay. “It looks like you’re not afraid of salt water, young gentlemen.”

“We fear nothing,” replied De Guiche. “Let’s go.”

The pilot drew the boat alongside, and the two young men, full of eagerness, jumped in. “Courage, my friends,” De Guiche said. “I have twenty pistoles left in this purse, and as soon as we reach the admiral’s ship, they’re yours.” The sailors bent to their oars, and the boat surged onto the waves.

The excitement over the dangerous voyage was palpable; the people of Le Havre crowded the jetties, their eyes fixed on the little boat. At one moment, it rode atop the foaming waves, the next it plunged into a churning hollow, appearing lost. After an hour of struggle with the rough sea, they at last reached the admiral’s vessel, from which two boats had been sent to assist them.

On the quarter-deck of the flagship, under a canopy of velvet and ermine supported by sturdy posts, Henriette, the queen dowager, and the young princess stood beside the admiral and the Duke of Norfolk, anxiously watching the fragile boat. It was tossed between sky and sea, its dark sail cutting a striking contrast alongside the two French gentlemen, who shone like apparitions. The crew, leaning on the rail and gripping the shrouds, cheered the courage of the two daring young men, the skill of the pilot, and the strength of the sailors. As they reached the ship’s side, they received a triumphant cheer. The Duke of Norfolk, a dashing young man in his mid-twenties, stepped forward to greet them.

De Guiche and Bragelonne climbed the starboard ladder, guided by the Duke of Norfolk, who then returned to his place beside them as they approached the princess. A mix of respect and an inexplicable hesitation prevented the Comte de Guiche from looking directly at Madame. She, however, had noticed him immediately and asked her mother, “Isn’t that Monsieur in the boat over there?”

Madame Henriette, more familiar with Monsieur than her daughter, smiled at her child’s error and replied, “No, that’s only M. de Guiche, his favorite.” The princess, hearing this, felt an instinctive tenderness for the courage the count had shown.

At that moment, De Guiche finally found the nerve to look at her, comparing the living presence before him to the portrait he had recently seen. As he saw her pale complexion, her lively eyes, her lovely chestnut hair, and her expressive lips—every gesture radiating royal grace and gratitude—he was momentarily overwhelmed. Had it not been for Raoul, whose arm supported him, he might have faltered. The astonished glance of his friend and the queen’s encouraging smile helped De Guiche regain control.

In a few words, he explained his mission and how he had come as envoy of His Royal Highness. He greeted the admiral and the English noblemen surrounding the princess, acknowledging their rank and their warm welcome. Raoul was then introduced and received with equal kindness; all knew of the Comte de la Fère’s role in restoring Charles II. In fact, the comte had helped arrange the marriage that brought Henry IV’s granddaughter back to France. Raoul, fluent in English, became interpreter for his friend among the young English nobles, who spoke French with varying ability. At that moment, a tall young man arrived, his handsome features set off by lavish dress and ornate weapons.

He came to the princesses, who were conversing with Norfolk, and, unable to hide his impatience, said, “Your Royal Highness, it is time to disembark.” The younger princess rose, eager to accept the hand he offered, moved by a mixture of feelings, but the admiral intervened. “A moment, if you please, my lord; it’s not safe yet—the sea is too rough. The wind may settle by sunset, but disembarking will only be possible later this evening.”

“My lord,” replied Buckingham, irritation clear in his voice, “you are detaining these ladies without reason. One of them, by misfortune, is now France’s subject, and as you see, France claims them through her envoys.” He gestured toward Raoul and Guiche with a nod.

“I cannot believe these gentlemen would risk the lives of their royal highnesses,” countered the admiral.

“These gentlemen came here safely in spite of the wind,” retorted Buckingham. “I don’t see why the danger would be greater for their royal highnesses when the wind would be at their backs.”

“These envoys have shown their courage,” the admiral replied. “You may have noticed many on shore declined to join them. Their eagerness to pay homage to Madame and her mother led them to brave a dangerous sea, which today is risky even for experienced sailors.”

“These gentlemen might be models for my officers, but surely not for these ladies.”

Madame glanced at the Comte de Guiche and saw the blush of embarrassment on his face. This passed unnoticed by Buckingham, who was focused on Norfolk, clearly jealous. He seemed desperate to take the princesses from under the admiral's command. “In that case,” Buckingham insisted, “I appeal to Madame herself.”

“And I, my lord,” the admiral replied sharply, “appeal to my own conscience and responsibility. I am charged with bringing Madame safely to France and I shall keep my promise.”

“But, sir—” Buckingham began.

“My lord, permit me to remind you that I am in command here,” the admiral said firmly.

“Are you aware of what you’re saying, my lord?” Buckingham demanded haughtily.

“I am perfectly aware; and I repeat: I alone command here, and all must obey me—the elements, the ships, the men.” His tone was commanding and beyond dispute.

Raoul watched Buckingham, who shook with anger, leaning against a tent pole for support. His eyes were bloodshot, and his free hand slid toward his sword hilt. “My lord,” said the queen, “I must second the opinion of the Duke of Norfolk. Even if the weather was clear, we could certainly spare a few hours for the officer who has helped us so capably to the coast of France, where he is to take his leave.”

Instead of answering, Buckingham sought guidance in Madame’s face. But she was half-hidden behind the velvet and gold curtains, lost in watching the Comte de Guiche talking with Raoul. This only deepened Buckingham's frustration, for he saw in Madame Henrietta’s gaze an emotion far deeper than curiosity. He stepped back, nearly staggering, almost colliding with the mainmast. “The duke has lost his sea legs,” the queen mother observed in French, “which may explain his eagerness for dry land.”

The young man, overhearing, turned pale and, in despair, let his hands fall and stepped away, blending old affection and new resentment with a single deep sigh.

The admiral, unbothered by the duke’s mood, led the princesses into the quarter-deck cabin, where dinner had been prepared with all the grandeur suitable for such exalted guests. He seated himself at the princess's right, with the Comte de Guiche on her left. That was Buckingham’s usual seat; when he came in and saw himself displaced by protocol, a wave of despair swept over him.

Meanwhile De Guiche, perhaps paler with happiness than Buckingham was from rage, sat down beside the princess, so affected by her nearness that the touch of her robe sent a shiver of delight and regret through him. Once the meal ended, Buckingham hurried to assist Madame Henrietta from the table, but it was De Guiche who took the lead. “Please, my lord,” he said, “do not come between her royal highness and myself from now on.”

"From now on, indeed, her royal highness belongs to France. When she honors me by touching my hand, it is the hand of Monsieur, the King of France's brother, she touches."

He said this as he offered his hand to Madame Henrietta with such deference and noble bearing that murmurs of admiration rose from the English, while a groan escaped Buckingham. Raoul, who was in love himself, understood it all. He cast an expressive look at his friend—one only a confidant or a mother would recognize.

# Chapter XI: Night

Night fell, and Concord found its place among the tents once more. The English and French vied in their eagerness to demonstrate their devotion and courtesy to the illustrious travelers. The English brought baskets of flowers for the French, having stockpiled them in anticipation of the young princess’s arrival. In return, the French invited the English to a supper planned for the following day. Congratulations poured in for the princess along her route. The respect she received made her appear a queen, while the devotion of a distinguished few idolized her.

The queen-mother received the French with utmost warmth. France was her home, and despite her sufferings in England, she could not forget it. By her own affection, she inspired her daughter with a deep regard for the land that had welcomed them, and where the future looked bright.

As the public celebrations ended and the crowds thinned, distant echoes of music and cheers faded into the night. Darkness fell, cloaking the sea, harbor, town, and fields beneath a starlit sky. De Guiche, still unsettled from the day, returned to his tent. He dropped into a chair, looking deeply troubled. Bragelonne, observing him, noticed his heavy sigh and drew near.

The count slumped in his chair, resting his back against the partition, his face buried in his hands, his breathing labored, his limbs restless. “Are you in pain?” Raoul asked gently.

“Cruelly.”

“Physically, then?”

“Yes; physically.”

“It certainly has been a difficult day,” Raoul agreed, watching his friend. “A night’s sleep may restore you.”

“Shall I go, then?”

“No; I want to talk with you.”

“You won’t talk to me, Guiche, till you’ve answered my questions first.”

“Go ahead.”

“You’ll be honest with me?”

“I always am.”

“Can you imagine why Buckingham is so upset?”

“I suspect.”

“Because he’s in love with Madame, isn’t he?”

“You could swear as much just by looking at him.”

“You’re mistaken; that’s not it.”

“You’re the one mistaken, Raoul. I saw it in his eyes, in his actions all day.”

“You’re a poet, my dear count, and you find inspiration everywhere.”

“I know love when I see it.”

“Even where it isn’t?”

“No, where it is.”

“Might you not be deceiving yourself, Guiche?”

“I am sure of what I say,” insisted the count. “Tell me, Raoul,” he added, looking at him searchingly, “what has made you so clear-sighted?”

Guiche hesitated, then answered, “Pride, I suppose.”

“‘Pride’ is rather a lofty term, Guiche.”

“How do you mean?”

“I mean usually you aren’t this downcast.”

“I’m just tired.”

“Listen, Guiche; we’ve campaigned together. We’ve ridden for eighteen hours straight, our horses collapsing beneath us, but we laughed at our troubles. No, it’s not fatigue that weighs you down tonight.”

“It’s annoyance, then.”

“Annoyance at what?”

“At what happened this evening.”

“Buckingham’s boldness, you mean?”

“Of course; isn’t it troubling for us, as envoys of our master, to see the devotion of an Englishman toward our future mistress, the kingdom’s second lady?”

“Yes, but I don’t see real danger from Buckingham.”

“Perhaps not; but he is intrusive. Did his arrival not almost provoke a quarrel between the English and us? If not for your presence and your decisive action, swords might have clashed in the town’s very streets.”

“You noticed, however, that he’s changed tactics.”

“Yes; but that surprises me. You said something to him in a low voice; what was it?

"You think he loves her; you admit such a passion dies hard. But if he does not love her!" De Guiche declared, so firmly that Raoul looked up. The young man's face showed unmistakable displeasure.

"What I told him, Count," Raoul said, "I’ll share with you. Listen: I said, 'You are gazing at your prince’s sister with longing and desires you must not have—she who is not your fiancée, could never be yours. By doing so, you disrespect all of us sent to escort a young lady to her future husband.'"

“You said that?” Guiche asked, flushing.

“In those very words; and more. ‘How would you see us,’ I continued, ‘if, among us, there were a man mad or disloyal enough to harbor anything but the deepest respect for a princess destined for our master?’”

These words struck De Guiche deeply. He paled, gripped one of Raoul’s hands, and covered his face with the other. “Nevertheless,” Raoul continued, seeing his friend’s distress, “thank God, the French—called reckless and indiscreet—are also capable of sound judgment in serious matters. I added, ‘Know, my lord, that we French gentlemen give ourselves to our sovereigns, sacrificing not just wealth and life but even our affections. When temptation whispers unworthy desires, we douse the flame, even at the cost of our own blood. This way, we preserve the honor of three: our country, our master, and ourselves. That, Your Grace, is how we act and how every man of honor should act.’ That’s how I addressed the Duke of Buckingham, my dear Guiche, and he accepted my reasoning without protest.”

De Guiche, who had leaned forward as Raoul spoke, now straightened, his eyes blazing with pride. He squeezed Raoul’s hand; his face went from icy cold to burning with feeling.

“You spoke admirably,” he said, voice choked. “You are a true friend, Raoul. Now, please, leave me alone.”

“If that’s what you want.”

“Yes; I need rest. Today has shaken me, body and soul. Tomorrow, you’ll find me changed.”

“Then I’ll go,” Raoul replied, drawing back. The count stepped toward him, embracing him warmly. Even in this, Raoul felt the strain of an inner struggle. The night was clear and starlit. The storm had passed. The gentle air restored peace and security everywhere.

A few wisps of cloud moved across the sky, hinting at more fair weather, softened by a mild east breeze. Across the broad hotel square, shadows from the tents were crossed by bands of golden moonlight, forming a mosaic of dark and yellow. Soon the town slept. A faint light still burned in Madame’s rooms overlooking the square. The gentle glow from the dying lamp reflected the innocent sleep of a young woman, unaware of life’s worries, as her spirit gently surrendered to dreams.

Bragelonne left the tent quietly, careful not to be noticed, and surveyed the square from behind his own curtain. After a moment, he saw the curtains at De Guiche’s tent part; in the shadow he could make out the count’s face, his eyes fixed on the princess’s lighted sitting room.

The soft light shining from the windows was the count’s beacon. The fiery thoughts of his heart were written in his expression. Raoul, hidden, sensed the mysterious, passionate bond that seemed to tie the ambassador’s tent to the princess’s balcony—a tie spun by powerful longing that seemed sure to inspire sweet dreams for the princess, whose couch the count, in his soul’s eyes, devoured with longing.

But De Guiche and Raoul weren’t the only ones watching. From a nearby house a window was open—the Duke of Buckingham’s residence. The duke, lit from behind, lounged on a velvet-draped balcony. He, too, sent his prayers and wild dreams toward the princess’s rooms.

Raoul couldn't help smiling as he thought of Madame. “Hers is truly a heart under siege,” he mused; then, more pitying as he considered Monsieur, “and he is a husband truly threatened. Luckily for him, he is a prince, with an army to defend his rights.”

Bragelonne watched the would-be lovers a while, listening to the loud, artless snores of Manicamp—who saw no harm in snoring like royalty in blue and gold. Then he listened to the night wind, which seemed to echo far-off nightingale songs. After a moment of melancholy—another habit of the night—he went to sleep, thinking of his own love. Perhaps, he thought, more eyes watched Mademoiselle de la Vallière at Blois just as longingly as De Guiche and Buckingham watched Madame. “And Mademoiselle de Montalais is hardly a formidable garrison,” he sighed.





Chapter XII: From Le Havre to Paris

The next day, the festivities began, brimming with all the pageantry and exuberance that the town’s resources and the cheerful spirits of its people could offer.

In the final hours in Le Havre, all preparations for departure were completed. After Madame bid farewell to the English fleet and saluted the country by honoring its flags, she entered her carriage, surrounded by a brilliant escort. De Guiche had hoped the Duke of Buckingham would return to England with the admiral; however, Buckingham persuaded the queen that it would be highly improper for Madame to travel to Paris with so little protection. Once it was decided that Buckingham would accompany her, the young duke assembled a group of gentlemen and officers to be part of his entourage. Thus, they set out for Paris almost like an army, scattering gold and inspiring enthusiastic displays as they passed through the towns and villages along the way. The weather was splendid, and France revealed her beauty, particularly along the procession’s route.

Spring adorned their path with vibrant flowers and fragrant greenery. Normandy, with its lush tapestry of vegetation, blue skies, and sparkling rivers, appeared in all its paradise-like splendor to the king’s new sister. Celebrations and dazzling displays greeted them at every turn on their journey. De Guiche and Buckingham were both absorbed in their own thoughts; De Guiche, anxious to prevent any further advances from the duke, and Buckingham, eager to stir in the princess a fond memory of the land that held so many joyful recollections for him. Yet, alas! The poor duke could sense that the cherished image of his homeland was slowly fading from Madame’s mind, even as her affection for France took deeper root in her heart.

It was clear that even his most devoted efforts received no acknowledgment, and the elegance with which he rode his spirited horse was wasted, for the princess looked at him only by chance. In vain did he try to catch one of those fleeting glances she seemed to give away carelessly or elsewhere. He pushed his horse to the limit, striving to show off its power, speed, and agility, risking a nasty fall against the trees or into a ditch as they passed through gates and up steep hills.

Madame, drawn by the commotion, turned her head for a moment to see what was happening, then, with a gentle smile, returned to her conversation with her loyal companions, Raoul and De Guiche, who rode steadily beside her carriage. Buckingham was overwhelmed by jealousy; a new kind of pain ran through his veins and gripped his heart. Realizing the futility of his actions and wanting to make amends with true humility, he reined in his now sweat-covered, foaming horse, forcing it to stay near the carriage among the crowd of courtiers. Occasionally, he managed to get a word from Madame as a reward, though her remarks sounded almost like scoldings. “That is well, my lord,” she said, “now you are reasonable.”

Raoul added, “Your Grace is wearing out your horse.”

Buckingham listened patiently to Raoul’s comments, sensing instinctively—without actual proof—that Raoul was calming De Guiche’s emotions. He realized that, but for Raoul’s intervention, some rash act by either the count or himself might have led to an open quarrel or even exile.

From the moment of that intense exchange in front of the tents at Le Havre, when Raoul pointed out the impropriety of the duke’s behavior, Buckingham felt a strong attraction to Raoul, almost against his own will. He often sought him out for conversation, typically to discuss either his father or their mutual friend D’Artagnan, whose praises Buckingham expressed as readily as Raoul. Raoul made an effort to steer their discussions to that topic in De Wardes’s presence, who grew more annoyed as the journey went on, irritated by Bragelonne’s superior standing, especially his sway over De Guiche.

De Wardes had that sharp, ruthless insight often found in those with mean-spirited tendencies; he quickly noticed De Guiche’s sadness and understood his feelings for the princess. Rather than using the same discretion as Raoul, or respecting the obligations and duties of polite society, De Wardes boldly provoked the count, touching on the ever-sensitive strings of youthful pride and recklessness.

One evening, during a stop in Mantes, De Guiche and De Wardes leaned against a barrier, deep in conversation, while Buckingham and Raoul strolled nearby, talking amongst themselves.

Manicamp was completely focused on attending to the princess, who treated him with an openness that came from his lively imagination, genuine politeness, and obliging character.

“Admit it,” De Wardes said, “you’re truly unwell, and your pedantic friend hasn’t managed to cure you.”

“I don’t understand what you mean,” the count replied.

“It’s quite simple; you’re dying of love.”

“You’re out of your mind, De Wardes.”

“It would be madness, I admit, if Madame were really indifferent to your suffering. But she pays so much attention to it, nearly compromising herself. I fear that when we arrive in Paris, M. de Bragelonne may expose both of you.”

“Shame on you, De Wardes, for attacking De Bragelonne again.”

“Let’s drop the pretense,” De Wardes said quietly, his voice conspiratorial. “You know exactly what I mean. Besides, you must have noticed how the princess’s look softens when she sees you. You can hear by her voice how much she enjoys listening to you, and you can sense how highly she values the verses you recite. You can’t deny that every morning she tells you how poorly she slept the previous night.”

“That’s true, De Wardes, quite true; but what does it matter for you to tell me all this?”

“Isn’t it important to understand the true state of things?”

“No, not when seeing it for myself is enough to drive me mad.”

“Wait, wait,” De Wardes said, glancing over. “Look, she’s calling you—do you see?”

“Take your chance now that your tutor isn’t watching.”

De Guiche could not resist; he felt an irresistible urge drawing him toward the princess. De Wardes smirked as he stepped back. “You’re mistaken, monsieur,” Raoul said, suddenly crossing the barrier where the two had just been leaning. “The tutor is here, and he has overheard everything.”

At the sound of Raoul’s voice—familiar without even being seen—De Wardes instinctively half-drew his sword. “Put your sword away,” Raoul said. “You know that until our journey is finished, any sign of aggression is pointless. Why do you pour out the bitterness in your own heart into the soul of the man you call your friend?”

As for me, you try to instill hatred for a man of honor—my father’s friend and my own. And as for the count, you wish him to love someone who is meant for your master. Truly, monsieur, I would consider you a coward and a traitor if, more fairly, I did not see you simply as mad.

“Monsieur,” De Wardes exclaimed, his anger boiling over, “I was wrong to call you a pedagogue. The tone you use and your strange manner are more like a Jesuit than a gentleman. I insist that you drop this manner of speaking whenever I am present. I despise M. d’Artagnan because he wronged my father.”

“You lie, monsieur,” Raoul replied calmly.

“Are you calling me a liar, monsieur?” De Wardes shouted, his voice rising. “Why not, if what you claim is false?”

“You call me a liar and yet refuse to draw your sword?”

“I have decided, monsieur: I will not kill you until Madame is safely returned to her husband.”

“Kill me? You underestimate me, monsieur. A schoolmaster’s rod doesn’t kill so easily.”

“No,” Raoul answered firmly, “but M. d’Artagnan’s sword does. Not only do I have his sword, but he has taught me how to use it. When the time comes, I will avenge his name—a name you’ve slandered.”

“Be careful, monsieur,” De Wardes warned, his anger sharp. “If you do not give me satisfaction immediately, I will use every method at my disposal to get revenge.”

“Indeed, monsieur,” Buckingham interrupted, stepping in, “that sounds like a threat of assassination, which doesn’t suit a gentleman.”

“What did you say, my lord?” De Wardes snapped, turning toward him.

“I said, monsieur, that your words are offensive to my English ears.”

“Very well, if you think so,” De Wardes retorted harshly, “then at least I have found someone who will not escape my anger. Take my words however you wish.”

“I take them just as they’re meant,” Buckingham replied, with the haughty confidence for which he was known, “M. de Bragelonne is my friend. If you insult M. de Bragelonne, you’ll answer to me.”

De Wardes glanced at De Bragelonne who, as always, remained calm and composed even in the face of the duke’s challenge. “It looks like I did not insult M. de Bragelonne, since he, with his sword at his side, isn’t offended.”

“Regardless, you have insulted someone.”

“Yes, I insulted M. d’Artagnan,” De Wardes replied, having realized this was the only way to provoke Raoul and anger him.

“That, then,” Buckingham said, “is a different matter.”

“Exactly,” De Wardes replied, “so it falls to M. d’Artagnan’s friends to defend him.”

“I completely agree,” the duke responded, regaining his indifference. “If M. de Bragelonne were offended, I couldn’t reasonably be expected to take up his cause, especially since he’s here. But when you mention that this concerns M. d’Artagnan—”

“You will, of course, let me handle this,” De Wardes interjected.

“On the contrary,” Buckingham said, drawing his sword as he spoke. “If M. d’Artagnan has wronged your father, he has also done, or at least tried to do, a great service for mine.”

De Wardes was left speechless.

“M. d’Artagnan,” Buckingham continued, “is the bravest gentleman I know. I would be pleased to repay my many personal debts to him by crossing swords with you.” As he spoke, Buckingham drew his sword from its scabbard, saluted Raoul, and took his position. De Wardes stepped forward to meet him.

“Hold, gentlemen,” Raoul interjected, moving in and placing his own drawn sword between them. “This matter isn’t worth shedding blood over, especially not before the princess.”

De Wardes spoke ill of M. d’Artagnan, despite not really knowing him.

“What do you mean, monsieur?” De Wardes demanded, gritting his teeth and resting his sword tip on his boot. “Are you saying I don’t know M. d’Artagnan?”

“Indeed, you do not know him,” Raoul replied calmly. “In fact, you don’t even know where to find him.”

“I don’t know where he is?” De Wardes grew pale.

“That must be the case,” Raoul said, “since you pick quarrels with everyone else instead of seeking out M. d’Artagnan himself.”

De Wardes stiffened. “Well, monsieur,” Raoul continued, “let me inform you: M. d’Artagnan is currently in Paris. When on duty, he’s at the Louvre; when off duty, he’s in the Rue des Lombards.”

M. d’Artagnan can easily be found at either place. If you have so many grievances with him, why not show your courage and seek him out? Let him give you the satisfaction you’re demanding from everyone but him.” De Wardes wiped sweat from his brow. “Shame on you, M. de Wardes! This quarrelsome spirit doesn’t suit you, especially given the recent royal edicts against dueling.”

“Think about this: the king will be furious at our disobedience at a time like this—His Majesty has every right to be.”

“Excuses,” De Wardes muttered. “Just useless pretexts.”

“Honestly, M. De Wardes,” Raoul replied, “those are just empty words. You know perfectly well that the Duke of Buckingham is a man of true courage;




Chapter XIII: An Account of What the Chevalier de Lorraine Thought of Madame

The journey continued without further interruption. Under a subtle pretext that went largely unnoticed, M. de Wardes rode on ahead, taking Manicamp with him. Manicamp’s calm and dreamy nature provided a soothing balance to de Wardes’s more turbulent character. It’s interesting how quarrelsome and restless people often seek out gentle, more timid companions—perhaps because they find comfort in the contrast, while the timid look for protection from their own vulnerabilities. Meanwhile, Buckingham and Bragelonne warmly welcomed De Guiche into their group, and together they sang the praises of the princess throughout the journey. Bragelonne, however, insisted their three voices should harmonize rather than sing solos—a habit De Guiche and his rival had dangerously adopted. This sense of harmony delighted the queen-mother, though it may not have been as pleasing to the young princess, who personified coquetry. Fearless about her own role, she sought opportunities to stand out, even at significant risk. She was bold and reckless in spirit, thriving on intense emotions and finding a certain allure in danger.

Her glances, smiles, and carefully chosen outfits formed an exhaustible arsenal of charm, unleashed upon the three young men with overwhelming force. From her array of attractions came flirtatious looks, warm acknowledgments, and countless small attentions, not just for her escorts, but aimed as well at townspeople, officers from the cities she passed through, pages, commoners, and servants. It was a sweeping conquest—an utter devastation of hearts. By the time Madame arrived in Paris, she had gained nearly a hundred thousand admirers, bringing with her half a dozen men truly captivated by her, and two who, quite literally, were driven to madness.

Raoul alone recognized the real power of her allure. Yet, with his heart already claimed, he entered the capital with a sense of indifference and suspicion. During the journey, he sometimes spoke with the Queen of England about Madame’s captivating power. The queen, a woman shaped by many misfortunes and deceptions, replied, “Henrietta is destined for greatness, whether she was born in a palace or in obscurity. She is a woman of vivid imagination, capricious and self-willed.”

De Wardes and Manicamp, acting as courtiers, announced the princess’s arrival. The procession was met at Nanterre by a dazzling escort of cavaliers and carriages. Monsieur himself, accompanied by the Chevalier de Lorraine and his favorites, led the welcome, followed by a contingent from the king’s military household.

At St. Germain, the princess and her mother exchanged their heavy traveling carriage—now somewhat battered from the road—for a light, richly decorated chariot drawn by six horses with white and gold harnesses. Seated in this open carriage, like a queen beneath a silken parasol embroidered with feathers, was the young, radiant princess. Her glowing face reflected rose-tinted hues that perfectly complemented her delicate skin.

As Monsieur approached the carriage, he was captivated by her beauty. His admiration was so obvious that the Chevalier de Lorraine shrugged, listening to the compliments with a mix of amusement and disdain, while Buckingham and De Guiche felt their hearts sink. After the formal courtesies and introductions, the procession slowly continued on to Paris.

The introductions had been rather underwhelming, and Buckingham, along with the other English gentlemen, received little more than a passing glance from Monsieur. As they traveled on, the prince noticed the duke attentively stationed at the carriage door. Turning to the Chevalier de Lorraine, his constant companion, he asked, “Who is that cavalier?”

“He was introduced to your highness not long ago; it’s the handsome Duke of Buckingham.”

“Ah, yes, I remember now.”

“Madame’s knight,” the favorite added, with a hint of envy only the spiteful can infuse into the simplest words.

“What do you mean by that?” the prince asked.

“I said ‘Madame’s knight.’”

“Does she have a recognized knight, then?”

“Surely, you can see for yourself; just look at the laughing and flirting.”

“All three of them.”

“What do you mean by all three?”

“Don’t you see De Guiche among them?”

“Yes, I see. But what does that prove?”

“It means Madame has two admirers, not just one.”

“You ruin even the simplest things!”

“I ruin nothing. Ah! Your royal highness is impossible to please. The honors of the kingdom of France are being bestowed upon your wife, and still you’re unsatisfied.”

The Duke of Orleans feared the Chevalier de Lorraine’s sharp wit, especially when it turned bitter, so he abruptly changed the subject. “The princess is pretty,” he remarked, as if he were talking about a stranger.

“Yes,” the chevalier agreed, in the same tone.

“You say ‘yes’ as if you mean ‘no.’ She has beautiful black eyes.”

“Yes, but they’re small.”

“That’s true, but they’re brilliant. She’s tall and has a lovely figure.”

“I think she stoops a little, my lord.”

“I can’t deny that. She has a noble presence.”

“Yes, but her face is a bit thin.”

“I found her teeth beautiful.”

“They’re quite visible, given her large mouth. To be honest, my lord, I was wrong—you are certainly more handsome than your wife.”

“But do you think I’m as handsome as Buckingham?”

“Absolutely, and he thinks so too. Look—he’s doubling his efforts with Madame to make sure you don’t take away the effect he’s made.”

Monsieur shifted impatiently, but seeing the chevalier’s triumphant smile, he slackened his pace.

“Why,” he said, “should I bother myself with my cousin? I know her well enough; we were raised together. I even saw her at the Louvre when she was just a child.”

“She’s changed a lot since then, prince. Back then, she was less dazzling and not nearly as proud. Do you remember one evening when the king refused to dance with her because he found her plain and poorly dressed?”

The Duke of Orleans frowned at this reminder. It wasn’t flattering to be marrying a princess whom the king had once overlooked. He may have replied, but at that moment, De Guiche stepped out of the carriage to join the prince. He had noticed the prince and the chevalier’s conversation, and with an anxious look, seemed eager to uncover what had just passed between them. The chevalier, either out of motive or indifference, made no attempt to hide his intentions.

“Count,” he said, “you have excellent taste.”

“Thank you for saying so,” De Guiche replied. “But why do you say that?”

“Well, I appeal to his highness.”

“Indeed,” Monsieur replied. “And Guiche knows well I consider him a very accomplished cavalier.”

“Well, since that’s settled, let’s continue. You’ve been in the princess’s company for the past eight days, yes?”

“Yes,” De Guiche answered, blushing.

“Well then, tell us honestly—what do you think of her looks?”

“Her looks?” De Guiche said, taken aback. “Yes, her looks, her mind—herself, in fact.”

De Guiche hesitated, caught off guard. “Come now, De Guiche,” the chevalier pressed, chuckling, “speak frankly; the prince insists.”

“Yes, yes,” the prince chimed in, “don’t be shy.”

De Guiche managed a few confused words. “I know,” Monsieur said, “it’s a sensitive subject, but you can speak freely. What do you think of her?”

To hide his true feelings, De Guiche resorted to the only defense for someone surprised—he told a lie. “I find Madame,” he said, “neither especially beautiful nor unattractive—really, a bit more beautiful than not.”

“What!”

“Count,” exclaimed the chevalier, “you, who were so enraptured and exclaimed so much over her portrait.”

De Guiche blushed deeply. Luckily, his horse, growing slightly restive, made a sudden move, allowing him to hide his agitation. “What portrait?” he murmured, as he drew closer again. The chevalier kept his eyes on him.

“Yes, the portrait. Wasn’t the miniature a good likeness?”

“I don’t remember.”

“I had quite forgotten about the portrait; it had slipped my mind completely.”

“And still, it left a strong impression on you,” the chevalier noted. “That’s nothing unusual.”

“Is she witty, at least?” the duke asked.

“I believe so, my lord,” De Guiche replied.

“And what about M. de Buckingham? Is he witty?” the chevalier asked.

“I can’t say for sure,” De Guiche answered.

“My impression is he must be,” the chevalier said, “because he makes Madame laugh, and she seems to genuinely enjoy being with him—a clever woman rarely enjoys a simpleton’s company.”

“Then he must be clever,” De Guiche replied plainly. At that moment, Raoul arrived, feeling that De Guiche was being put on the spot, and threw out a remark that changed the subject.

The entree was a display of brilliance and joy. In honor of his brother, the king had ordered festivities to be nothing short of magnificent. Madame and her mother arrived at the Louvre, a place where, during their exile, they had experienced obscurity, misery, and countless hardships.

Once an inhospitable home for the unfortunate daughter of Henry IV, the palace had been completely transformed. The stark walls, uneven floors, and cobwebbed ceilings had been replaced with rich hangings and plush carpets. The tiles gleamed, paintings filled the walls in gilded frames, and everywhere, candelabra and mirrors multiplied the splendor. Guards, proud and elaborately attired, stood watch, while the antechambers and staircases bustled with attendants and courtiers.

In the courtyards, where grass had once grown unchecked—Mazarin’s unkind reminder that solitude and disorder were befitting for a fallen monarchy—the empty places once silent and forlorn now came alive with activity. Courtiers mingled, their horses excited and prancing.

The carriages brimmed with young, lovely women eager to greet the daughter of that daughter of France—who, during her widowhood and exile, sometimes had neither firewood nor bread and suffered contempt from even the lowliest chateau servants. Madame Henriette returned to the Louvre with a heart full of bitter memories, more so than her daughter, whose flighty nature delighted in the triumph. She understood very well this splendid reception was for the fortunate mother of a restored king—a king with an unmatched throne in Europe; while her previous cold reception had been punishment for her misfortunes as Henry IV’s daughter.

Once the princess was settled in her apartments and rested, the gentlemen who had accompanied them returned to their usual routines. Raoul first set out to visit his father, who had gone to Blois; then he tried to see M. d’Artagnan, but found him busy organizing a military household for the king and unavailable. Turning next to De Guiche, Raoul found the count busy with tailors and Manicamp—a meeting that took up all his time. He had even less luck with the Duke of Buckingham, who was occupied with buying horses and diamonds and had engaged every embroiderer, jeweler, and tailor in Paris.

A spirited but polite rivalry broke out between De Guiche and Buckingham. The duke was prepared to spend a million to ensure his success, while the Marechal de Gramont allowed only sixty thousand francs for his son. Buckingham laughed and continued to spend extravagantly.

Guiche groaned in despair, which he might have expressed more loudly if not for De Bragelonne’s advice. “A million!” De Guiche exclaimed every day. “I must submit. Why won’t the marechal give me part of my inheritance in advance?”

“Because you’d waste it,” Raoul replied. “What does he care? If I have to suffer, I’ll suffer, and then I won’t need anything else.”

“But why suffer at all?” Raoul replied. “I won’t let myself be outdone in style by an Englishman.”

“My dear count,” Manicamp interjected, “elegance isn’t an expensive treat; it’s a difficult art.”

“True, but the hardest things are often the priciest, and I only have sixty thousand francs.”

“That’s quite a dilemma,” De Wardes said. “Even if you spent as much as Buckingham, you’d still be nine hundred forty thousand francs behind.”

“Where would I get such a sum?”

“Go into debt.”

“I’m already in debt.”

“All the more reason to borrow more.”

This kind of advice only fueled De Guiche’s anxiety, leading him to reckless spending that Buckingham would have considered merely ordinary costs.

The rumors of these extravagant displays thrilled every shopkeeper in Paris. From the Duke of Buckingham’s residence to the Comte de Gramont’s, nothing short of miracles were attempted. All the while, Madame was resting, and Bragelonne spent his time writing letters to Mademoiselle de la Vallière. He had already sent four, but received no reply. On the very morning of the wedding ceremony—set to take place in the chapel at the Palais Royal—Raoul, still dressing, heard his valet announce M. de Malicorne.

“What could Malicorne want with me?” Raoul wondered, then said to his valet, “Let him wait.”

“It’s a gentleman from Blois,” the valet answered.

“Admit him at once,” said Raoul, eagerly.

Malicorne entered like a shooting star, his sword gleaming at his side. After a graceful bow to Raoul, he said, “M. de Bragelonne, I bring you a thousand compliments from a lady.”

Raoul’s cheeks flushed. “A lady?” he asked. “From a lady of Blois?”

“Yes, monsieur; from Mademoiselle de Montalais.”

“Thank you, monsieur; I remember you now,” Raoul replied. “And what does Mademoiselle de Montalais wish from me?”

Malicorne took four letters from his pocket and handed them to Raoul. “My own letters? Can it be?” Raoul said, turning pale. “My letters, and the seals are unbroken?”

“Monsieur, your letters never reached their destination in Blois, and so they are returned to you.”

“Mademoiselle de la Vallière has left Blois, then?” Raoul cried out.

“Eight days ago.”

“Where is she now?”

“In Paris.”

“How did you know these letters were from me?”

“Mademoiselle de Montalais recognized your handwriting and seal,” Malicorne replied. Raoul blushed and smiled.

“Mademoiselle de Montalais is as amiable as ever,” he said. “She is always obliging and charming.”

“Always, monsieur.”

“She might have given me more exact information about Mademoiselle de la Vallière. I’ve been searching this enormous city in vain.”

Malicorne drew another letter from his pocket. “You may find what you’re looking for inside this letter.”

Raoul quickly broke the seal. The handwriting was Mademoiselle Aure’s, and inside, he read: “Paris, Palais Royal.”

“The day of the nuptial blessing.”

“What does that mean?” Raoul asked Malicorne. “You must know.”

“I do, monsieur.”

“Then, for heaven’s sake, tell me.”

“I can’t, monsieur.”

“Why not?”

“Because Mademoiselle Aure forbade me to say anything.”

Raoul examined his enigmatic visitor in silence. “At least tell me if it’s good news or bad.”

“You’ll see for yourself.”

“You are very secretive.”

“Will you do me a favor, monsieur?” Malicorne asked. “In return for the answer you’re not giving me?”

“Exactly.”

“What is it?”

“I am desperate to see the ceremony, but I have no ticket, despite all my efforts to get one. Could you help me get in?”

“Of course.”

“I beg you, monsieur,” Malicorne said.

“With pleasure, monsieur; come along.”

“I cannot thank you enough,” Malicorne said. “I thought you were a friend of M. de Manicamp.”

“I am, monsieur; but this morning, while he was dressing, I accidentally spilled a bottle of blacking all over his new suit. He drew his sword on me, and I had to make a quick escape. That’s why I couldn’t ask him for a ticket.”

“He wanted to kill me.”

“I can believe it,” Raoul laughed. “I know Manicamp well enough to know he might kill anyone unlucky enough to be blamed for your mishap. Don’t worry; I’ll help you. Let me fasten my cloak, and I’ll be ready to guide and introduce you.”




Chapter XIV: A Surprise for Raoul

Madame’s wedding took place in the chapel of the Palais Royal, attended by a select gathering of courtiers. Despite the exclusivity of the invitations—an indication of rare favor—Raoul kept his promise to Malicorne, who was eager to be present at the ceremony. He managed to secure an invitation for him.

After fulfilling this obligation, Raoul approached De Guiche, whose downcast expression strongly contrasted with the brilliance of his attire. Only the Duke of Buckingham, pale and uneasy, could rival his demeanor. “Take care, Count,” Raoul said quietly to his friend, prepared to support him as the archbishop blessed the newlyweds. At that moment, the Prince of Condé noticed the two despondent figures, standing like caryatids on each side of the church nave.

After the ceremony, the count became more careful in concealing his emotions. As the king and queen proceeded to the grand reception room for Madame and her entourage’s presentation, it was observed that the king, apparently surprised by his sister-in-law’s appearance, offered her the highest compliments.

Once again, the queen-mother fixed a long, thoughtful gaze on Buckingham, leaning toward Madame de Motteville as if to ask, “Don’t you notice how much he resembles his father?” It was also noticed that Monsieur was closely observing those around him, his face displaying clear discontent. After the presentation of the princess and the ambassadors, Monsieur asked the king’s permission to introduce to him and Madame the members of their new household.

“Do you know, Vicomte,” the Prince de Condé asked Raoul, “whether this household was chosen with any taste? Are there any faces worth seeing?”

“I have no idea, Monseigneur,” Raoul answered.

“Surely, you’re pretending not to know.”

“In what sense, Monseigneur?”

“You’re friends with De Guiche, who is among the prince’s circle.”

“That is true, Monseigneur; but since it didn’t interest me, I never questioned De Guiche. Since he wasn’t asked, he told me nothing.”

“And Manicamp?”

“I did see Manicamp at Le Havre and along the journey here, but I was no more curious with him than with De Guiche. And it hardly seems that Manicamp would be informed about such matters. He is just a subordinate.”

“My dear Vicomte, you know better,” the prince replied. “It is often the lesser figures who have the greatest influence. In fact, nearly all of it was arranged through Manicamp’s introductions to De Guiche, and from De Guiche to Monsieur.”

“I assure you, Monseigneur, I didn’t know,” Raoul replied. “All your Highness has just shared is news to me.”

“I’ll take you at your word, though it’s hard to believe. Well, we don’t have long to wait to find out.”

“See, here comes the flying squadron,” as good Queen Catherine used to say. “Ah! What lovely faces!”

Just then, a group of young ladies entered the salon, led by Madame de Navailles. If Manicamp truly played the role assigned to him by the Prince de Condé in selecting these young women, the display was certainly impressive—enough to dazzle any admirer of beauty, such as the prince himself.

At the head was a young woman with fair skin, about twenty or twenty-one, whose large blue eyes sparkled as she looked around. “Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente,” announced Madame de Navailles to Monsieur, who, bowing to his wife, repeated, “Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente.”

“Ah!

“Ah!” the Prince de Condé said to Raoul, “she’s quite presentable.”

“Yes,” said Raoul, “but isn’t she rather proud in her manner?”

“Bah! We know those airs, Vicomte; in three months, she’ll be tamed. But look there—that’s a lovely face.”

“Yes,” said Raoul, “and one I recognize.”

“Mademoiselle Aure de Montalais,” Madame de Navailles announced. The name and title were dutifully echoed by Monsieur.

“Good heavens!” Raoul exclaimed, his eyes fixed in astonishment on the doorway.

“What’s wrong?” asked the prince. “Is it Mademoiselle Aure de Montalais who made you react that way?”

“No, Monseigneur, no,” Raoul replied, pale and trembling.

“Well, if it’s not Mademoiselle Aure de Montalais, it must be that pretty blonde who follows. What beautiful eyes! She’s a bit slender, but her charm is endless.”

“Mademoiselle de la Baume le Blanc de la Vallière!” exclaimed Madame de Navailles. As the name echoed through him, Raoul felt as if a cloud had risen from his chest to his eyes, leaving him unaware of everything else. The prince, seeing that Raoul had become almost mute under his teasing, stepped forward to take a closer look at the beautiful girls who drew his attention.

“Louise here! Louise is a maid of honor to Madame!” Raoul murmured, looking back and forth between Louise and Montalais, unable to fully grasp the situation. Montalais had already shed her preten




Chapter XV: The Consent of Athos

Raoul left the Palais Royal, overwhelmed by thoughts that demanded immediate action. He mounted his horse in the courtyard and rode for Blois, while the marriage festivities for Monsieur and the princess of England continued with great excitement among the courtiers, much to the distress of De Guiche and Buckingham. Raoul wasted no time on the journey, reaching Blois in only sixteen hours. Along the way, he organized his thoughts and prepared his arguments. Fever is a persuasive argument, and Raoul was indeed suffering from such a bout.

Athos was in his study, working on his memoirs, when Raoul entered, accompanied by Grimaud. With his sharp insight, Athos needed only a glance to see that something unusual had occurred.

“You seem to have come about something important,” he said to Raoul after embracing him and inviting him to sit down.

“Yes, monsieur,” the young man replied. “I ask for the same thoughtful attention you’ve always given me.”

“Speak, Raoul.”

“I’ll get straight to the point, monsieur, since any preface would be unworthy of you. Mademoiselle de la Vallière is now in Paris, serving as one of Madame’s maids of honor. I have thought long and hard about this; I love Mademoiselle de la Vallière more than anything else, and it’s not right to leave her in a situation where her reputation—or even her virtue—could be at risk. So, I want to marry her, and I have come to ask for your consent.”

Throughout this, Athos remained silent and composed. Raoul, who began with a show of confidence, gradually revealed his deep emotion as he continued. Athos fixed Bragelonne with a searching, slightly sad gaze. “Have you thought this through?” he asked. “Yes, monsieur,” Raoul answered.

“You know how I feel about this match?”

“Yes, monsieur,” Raoul said, his voice barely audible. “But you said that if I insisted—”

“You do intend to persist, then?”

Raoul barely managed a stammer in reply. “Your passion,” Athos continued calmly, “must be very deep, for despite my opposition, you still want this.”

Raoul wiped sweat from his forehead with a trembling hand. Athos looked at him, his own heart softening with pity. He stood and said, “No matter.”

“My own feelings matter less than yours. I’ll put them aside. Just tell me what you need.”

“First, your kind understanding, monsieur,” Raoul responded, holding his hand. “You’ve read me wrong; I feel much more than mere indulgence toward you.”

Raoul kissed his hand with the respect of a loving son. “Come now,” Athos said, “I’m ready. What do you wish me to sign?”

“Nothing at all, monsieur. It would simply be very kind if you would write to the king—my master—and request his majesty’s permission for me to marry Mademoiselle de la Vallière.”

“Well said, Raoul! To think first of your master, the king, before your own desires shows your loyalty in submitting to this double test. I will grant your request right away, Raoul.”

The count went to the window and leaned out, calling for Grimaud, who emerged from an arbor covered in jasmine, busy trimming the plants. “My horses, Grimaud,” the count continued.

“Why do you give that order, monsieur?” Raoul asked. “We’ll be leaving in a few hours.”

“Where to?”

“To Paris.”

“Paris, monsieur?”

“Isn’t the king in Paris?”

“Yes, certainly.”

“Well, shouldn’t we go there?”

“Yes, monsieur,” Raoul said, a bit alarmed at this unexpected kindness. “But I don’t want to cause you trouble—a letter would be enough—”

“You don’t understand, Raoul; it isn’t suitable for a simple gentleman like me to write to his sovereign. I must see the king—I will see him. We’ll go together, Raoul.”

“You overwhelm me with your generosity, monsieur.”

“And how do you think His Majesty feels about this?”

“About me, monsieur?”

“Yes.”

“Very favorably.”

“You know this for sure?” the count pressed. “The king himself has told me so.”

“When was that?”

“D’Artagnan, I think, and it was after an incident in the Place de Grève, when I had the honor to draw my sword in the king’s service. I have reason to believe that, apart from vanity, I stand on good terms with His Majesty.”

“That’s good news.”

“But I beg you, monsieur,” Raoul continued, “don’t maintain this solemn air with me. Don’t make me regret paying heed to a sentiment greater than all others.”

“That’s the second time you’ve brought it up, Raoul; it wasn’t necessary. You need my formal consent, and you have it. There’s no need to discuss it further. Come, let me show you my latest plantings.”

Raoul understood that after his father’s declaration, there was nothing more to be said. Bowing his head, he followed his father into the garden.

Athos slowly pointed out the grafts, cuttings, and the paths he was planting. This calmness disturbed Raoul deeply; the affection swelling in his heart seemed more than the world could contain. How could his father’s heart remain empty and untouched by such feelings? Summoning all his courage, Bragelonne quickly said,

“It’s not possible that you have any reason to object to Mademoiselle de la Vallière! She is so good, so gentle, so pure that your judgment must recognize her merit. Is there some secret aversion or inherited dislike between your family and hers?”

“Look, Raoul, at that beautiful lily of the valley,” Athos replied. “See how well it prospers in the shade and dampness, especially beneath the sycamore, whose broad leaves shield it from intense sunlight.”

Raoul stopped, biting his lip, and then, with flushed cheeks, said firmly, “Please, monsieur, just one word of explanation.”

“You must not forget that your son is a man.”

“In that case,” Athos said, taking on a severe air, “show me you are a man, for right now you do not act as a son should. I pushed you to seize the chance for an illustrious marriage. I could have won you a wife from the highest nobility. I want you to stand out by the glory and fortune that come with fame, since you already have noble lineage.”

“Monsieur,” Raoul cried, swept away by emotion, “I was recently reproached for not knowing who my mother was.”

Athos went pale, his brows drawing close in a look as stern as the greatest figures of antiquity. “I wish to hear your answer,” he said gravely. “Forgive me!”

“Oh, forgive me,” the young man murmured, his proud tone giving way immediately. “What did you answer, monsieur?” the count demanded, stamping his foot.

“Monsieur, my sword was drawn at once. My opponent took guard, I disarmed him, and threw his sword over the fence, then tossed him after it.”

“Why did you let him live?”

“The king has forbidden dueling, and at that time, I was acting as his ambassador.”

“Very well,” said Athos, “but that’s another reason to see His Majesty.”

“What will you ask of him?”

“Permission to draw my sword against the man who has wronged me.”

“If I failed in my duty, I beg your forgiveness.”

“Did I reproach you, Raoul?”

“But what will you ask the king for?”

“I will ask His Majesty to sign your marriage contract, but on one condition.”

“Are conditions needed with me, monsieur? Say it—I will obey.”

“On one condition,” Athos repeated, “that you tell me the name of the man who spoke of your mother in that way.”

“Why do you need to know? The insult was mine, and once His Majesty grants permission, vengeance will be my business.”

“Tell me his name.”

“I can’t let you put yourself in danger.”

“You don’t take me for a Don Diego, do you? His name, I say.”

“You insist?”

“I demand it.”

“The Vicomte de Wardes.”

“Very well,” Athos said calmly, “I know him. But I see the horses are ready; rather than delay our trip, we’ll leave at once.”

“Let’s go, monsieur.”




Chapter XVI: Monsieur Becomes Jealous of the Duke of Buckingham

As the Comte de la Fère made his way to Paris, accompanied by Raoul, a scene unfolded at the Palais Royal that Molière would have found to be perfect comedy. Four days had passed since Monsieur’s wedding, and after a quick breakfast, he entered his antechamber, his brow furrowed and his mood sour. The meal had been far from pleasant. Madame had chosen to have her breakfast in her own apartment, leaving Monsieur to dine almost alone. Only the Chevalier de Lorraine and Manicamp joined him, and the three of them sat in silence for three-quarters of an hour, not a single word exchanged.

Manicamp, who was not as close to His Royal Highness as the Chevalier de Lorraine, tried in vain to figure out the cause of the prince’s bad mood from his expression. The Chevalier, fully aware of the situation and needing no guesses, enjoyed his breakfast with the hearty appetite that only a friend’s troubles can inspire. He took pleasure in both Monsieur’s irritability and Manicamp’s discomfort, seemingly amused to keep the impatient prince lingering at the table.

Monsieur occasionally regretted how much influence he had allowed the Chevalier de Lorraine to have over him, which freed the latter from any formalities. Today, however, he found himself both resenting and drawn to the chevalier. Rather than expressing his anger, he chose to stew in silence. Every now and then, Monsieur would look up at the ceiling, then down at the pieces of pâté the Chevalier was eating, and in an attempt to hide his resentment, he made dramatic gestures—movements that even Harlequin would have envied.

At last, however, Monsieur could no longer keep his irritation to himself. He got up from the table in a fit of anger during dessert, as already described, leaving the Chevalier de Lorraine to finish his meal undisturbed. When he stood, Manicamp, napkin in hand, also rose. Monsieur hurried toward the ante-chamber, where he noticed an usher on duty. He leaned in and whispered some instructions before turning back, purposely avoiding the breakfast room. He crossed several chambers, intent on reaching the queen-mother in her oratory, where she often spent her time. It was around ten o’clock in the morning when he entered to find Anne of Austria busy with her writing.

The queen-mother was deeply fond of her son, drawn to his good looks and pleasant nature. In fact, he was more affectionate—and perhaps more delicate—than the king. He charmed his mother with those small, caring gestures that women always cherish. Anne of Austria, who had longed for a daughter, found in her favorite son the attentiveness, concern, and playful spirit of a child. When they were together, he would admire her arms, give opinions on her makeup, and talk about her careful recipes for perfume. He would kiss her hands and cheeks with childlike affection, always bringing her sweets or suggesting new hairstyles. While Anne of Austria loved her son, it was the royal power represented by Louis XIV that truly fascinated her.

represented legitimacy by divine right. With the king, her role was that of queen-mother; with Philip, she was simply a mother. He understood that, above all, a mother’s heart is the most compassionate and reliable refuge. As a child, he always ran there whenever he and his brother quarreled. Often, after hitting his brother—an act treated as high treason in their childish battles—Philip would flee to their mother for comfort. These fights, taking place in their nightclothes over the claim to a desired bed, often had their servant Laporte as reluctant referee.

Though Philip often won, he was just as often terrified by the results of his victory. He would rush to his mother, seeking her support or, at least, her forgiveness—something Louis XIV granted slowly and only after a pause. With her habit of gentle intervention, Anne managed to settle the disputes between her sons while sharing in all their secrets.

The king, feeling some jealousy over the maternal affection showered on his brother, felt compelled to show Anne of Austria more respect and affection than truly came naturally to him. Anne had followed this approach especially with the young queen, wielding almost absolute authority over the royal household. She was already seeking to extend this power to her second son’s household as well.

Anne felt a certain pride whenever someone entered her chamber downcast, pale, or with red-rimmed eyes, as if to show that help was needed, whether by the weakest or the most disobedient. At that moment, she was writing when Monsieur entered her oratory—not with sadness, but rather restless, irritable, and clearly annoyed. Distracted, he kissed his mother’s hands and sat down without waiting for her permission.

Given the strict etiquette at Anne of Austria’s court, Philip’s neglect of these courtesies was extraordinary, especially since he usually demonstrated an exaggerated respect for her. If he was so noticeably breaking the rules, then something must be seriously troubling him.

“What is the matter, Philip?” Anne of Austria asked, turning to her son.

“A good many things,” the prince muttered gloomily.

“You look like someone with a lot on his mind,” the queen remarked, setting down her pen.

Philip frowned but did not reply.

“Of all the concerns that trouble you,” said Anne of Austria, “surely one stands out above the rest.”

“Indeed, one is weighing on me more than any other.”

“Well, what is it? I’m listening.”

Philip opened his mouth, as if ready to pour out all the troubles that pressed on him, waiting only for the right moment to speak. But suddenly, he stopped, sighing deeply to show how much was left unsaid.

“Come, Philip, show some spirit,” urged the queen-mother. “Whenever you have complaints, it’s usually one particular person at fault. Am I right?”

“I can’t disagree with you, madame.”

“Who would you like to talk about?”

“Come, tell me.”

“In truth, madame, I must speak in the deepest confidence; when a lady is involved—”

“Ah! So you mean Madame?” the queen-mother interrupted, interested. “Yes.”

“Then please, if you wish to talk about Madame, do not hold back. I am your mother, and she is only a stranger to me. Still, as my daughter-in-law, you can be sure I will take an interest in anything you want to say about her, even if only because of you.”

“Please tell me, madame, have you noticed anything strange?”

“‘Strange’? Philip?”

Your words almost frighten me with their ambiguity. What do you mean by ‘something’?”

“Madame is certainly pretty.”

“No doubt about that.”

“Yet she isn’t exactly beautiful.”

“No, but as she grows, she will likely become truly beautiful. You must have noticed how much she’s changed in even a few years. She is only sixteen now, and her beauty will continue to develop. I myself was quite thin at fifteen; even so, Madame is very attractive as she is.”

“And of course, others notice as well.”

“Of course, a woman of ordinary rank attracts attention—and even more so a princess.”

“She must have been raised properly, I suppose?”

“Madame Henriette, her mother, is rather reserved and somewhat high-minded, but she has noble ideas. Though the princess’s education may not have been perfect, I believe her principles are sound.”

That was my impression of her during her time in France; however, she later returned to England, and I do not know what happened there.

“What do you mean by that?”

“Simply that some people are naturally lively and easily influenced by success.”

“That’s it exactly, madame. I find the princess rather flighty.”

“Let’s not go too far, Philip. She is clever and witty, and a little flirtatious, which is quite natural for a young woman. With those of high rank, this trait can even be an asset at court. A princess with a touch of coquetry often draws a dazzling court; her smile inspires luxury, sparks wit, and even encourages bravery. Nobles tend to fight harder for a prince whose wife is beautiful.”

“Thank you very much, madame,” Philip replied, with a hint of irritation. “You’ve painted quite an unsettling picture for me.”

“How so?” the queen asked, pretending not to notice.

“You know, madame,” Philip said gloomily, “that I have a strong aversion to marriage.”

“Now you really do alarm me. Do you have some serious grievance against Madame?”

“I wouldn’t say it’s serious.”

“In that case, stop looking so down. If you present yourself to others like this, they’ll think you’re a very unhappy husband.”

“The truth is,” Philip confessed, “I’m not at all content as a husband, and I wouldn’t mind if others noticed.”

“For shame, Philip.”

“Well, madame, to be honest: I don’t understand the kind of life expected of me.”

“Please, explain what you mean.”

“My wife seems to belong to everyone but me; she’s always out for one reason or another.”

“In the mornings there are visits, letters, and of course trips to the powder room; in the evenings, balls and concerts.”

“You’re jealous, Philip.”

“Me? Heaven forbid! Let others be the jealous husbands, not I. But I am annoyed.”

“All the things you complain about regarding your wife are perfectly innocent. If you don’t have any more serious issues—”

“Yet, listen; a woman can cause quite a bit of trouble without being truly at fault. Certain visitors can be welcomed, certain preferences shown, which expose young women to gossip and can drive even the least jealous men to distraction.”

“Ah! Now we’re finally touching on the real subject, though not without some effort.”

“You mention frequent visits and certain favorites—very well; for the last hour, we’ve been circling the issue, and now you’re finally naming it.”

“Well, yes—”

“This is more serious than I thought. So, it’s possible that Madame has given you real reasons for your complaints?”

“Exactly.”

“What? Your wife, married just four days, prefers someone else over you? Be careful, Philip; you might be exaggerating your claims. By trying to prove everything, you risk proving nothing.”

The prince, startled by his mother’s serious tone, struggled to answer, uttering only a few confused words. “So you’re backing down?” Anne of Austria asked. “I would prefer that, as it would show you were mistaken.”

“No!” Philip exclaimed. “I’m not backing down, and I can prove everything I’ve said. I spoke of favorites and visits, didn’t I?”

“Well then, go on,”

Anne of Austria prepared to listen, her curiosity piqued by the sort of courtly gossip that even the highest queen and most caring mother cannot resist in family matters.

“Well,” Philip began, folding his arms and looking at his mother with an air of certainty, as if sure she would be left without an answer. “Tell me this, then.”

“What is it?” she replied.

“Why does my wife keep an English court around her?”

“For a very simple reason,” Anne of Austria replied. “The English are her countrymen. They spent significant sums to accompany her to France, and it would be neither polite nor diplomatic to abruptly dismiss those English nobles who have shown such loyalty and willingness to make sacrifices.”

“A wonderful sacrifice indeed,” Philip said sarcastically. “To give up a wretched country for a beautiful one, where one can achieve far more for a guinea than ever before! Such amazing devotion—to travel a hundred leagues with a woman you’re in love with!”

“In love, Philip! Think about what you’re saying. Who is in love with Madame?”

“The Duke of Buckingham.”

“Are you going to defend him as well?”

Anne of Austria felt a flush in her cheeks, a faint smile rising to her lips. The mention of the Duke of Buckingham stirred memories that were both bittersweet and nostalgic. “The Duke of Buckingham?” she murmured. “Ah, yes; one of those armchair soldiers—”

“The Buckinghams are loyal and brave,” Anne of Austria replied, regaining her composure.

“This is outrageous; my own mother takes my wife’s lover’s side against me!” Philip cried, his frustration rising nearly to tears, his self-control falling apart.

“Philip, my son,” Anne of Austria replied, her tone firm yet gentle, “such accusations are beneath you.”

“Your wife has no lover; and even if she did, it would not be the Duke of Buckingham. I assure you, the members of that family are loyal and discreet, and would never betray the duties of hospitality.”

“The Duke of Buckingham is an Englishman, madame,” Philip said. “May I ask if the English are so careful about respecting what belongs to the princes of France?”

Anne blushed again and turned away, pretending to reach for her pen at her desk, when in truth she wished to hide her embarrassment. “Really, Philip,” she said, “you have an extraordinary talent for finding words that embarrass me. Your anger clouds your judgment; it worries me. Perhaps you should reflect a little.”

“There’s no need for reflection, madame. I see with my own eyes.”

“And what do you see?”

“That Buckingham never leaves my wife’s side. He dares to give her gifts, and she dares to accept them. Just yesterday, she was talking about sauchets à la violette; our French perfumers, as you well know, have never managed to acquire that scent, despite your own requests.”

The duke, however, wore a sachet à la violette, and I am sure the one my wife owns came from him.”

“Truly, monsieur,” replied Anne of Austria, “you’re building your case on the weakest of evidence; be careful. What harm is there, I ask, in a man sharing a recipe for a new perfume with someone from his own country? These kinds of ideas,




Chapter XVII: Forever!

The Duke of Buckingham, responding to the queen mother’s invitation, arrived in her chambers half an hour after the Duc d’Orleans had left. When the gentleman-usher announced his presence, the queen, who had been resting her elbow on the table with her head in her hands, rose to greet him with a warm smile, graciously accepting his respectful greeting.

Anne of Austria remained strikingly beautiful, even at her somewhat advanced age. Her long auburn hair, perfectly shaped hands, and vivid ruby lips continued to captivate all who saw her. On this occasion, lost in a reverie that stirred memories of the past, she appeared almost as enchanting as she had in her youth, when her palace welcomed the visits of the Duke of Buckingham’s father—a young, passionate man and an ill-fated prince who lived solely for her and died with her name on his lips.

Anne of Austria looked at Buckingham with a tenderness that conveyed not only maternal affection but also a hint of the charm of a woman in love.

“Your Majesty,” Buckingham said respectfully, “you wished to speak with me.”

“Yes, Duke,” the queen replied in English. “Would you be so kind as to sit down?”

The favor Anne of Austria extended to the young man, along with the comforting sound of her native language—one he had not heard since his time in France—deeply moved him. He quickly realized that the queen had a request to make. After allowing herself a moment to regain her composure from the emotions that had surged within her, she adopted the warm smile with which she had greeted him.

“What do you think of France?” she asked in French.

“It is a lovely country, Madame,” the duke replied.

“Have you ever seen it before?”

“Only once, Madame.”

“But, like all true Englishmen, you prefer England?”

“I do prefer my native land to France,” the duke admitted. “However, if Your Majesty were to ask me which city I would choose as a residence—London or Paris—I would have to say Paris.”

Anne of Austria noted the passion with which he spoke these words.

“I’ve heard, my lord, that you possess great wealth in your homeland, and that you reside in a magnificent, storied estate.”

“It was my father’s residence,” Buckingham replied, lowering his gaze.

“Those are indeed significant advantages and souvenirs,” the queen remarked, inadvertently referencing memories that are impossible to escape.

“In truth,” the duke continued, yielding to the somber tone of their conversation, “sensitive souls often dwell as much in the past or the future as they do in the present.”

“That is very true,” the queen responded softly.

“It follows, then, my lord,” she added, “that you, being a man of feeling, will soon leave France to retreat into your wealth and memories of the past.”

Buckingham lifted his head and replied, “I think not, madame.”

“What do you mean?”

“On the contrary, I’m considering leaving England to settle in France.”

Now it was Anne of Austria’s turn to be surprised. “Why?” she asked. “Are you not in favor with the new king?”

“Perfectly so, madame; his majesty’s kindness to me knows no bounds.”

“It cannot be,” the queen said, “because your fortune has diminished, for it is said to be vast.”

“My income, madame, has never been greater.”

“Then there must be some secret reason?”

“No, madame,” Buckingham replied earnestly, “there is nothing secret about my decision.”

“I prefer living in France; I appreciate a court distinguished by its refinement and courtesy. I enjoy the amusements here, which are somewhat serious in nature—so different from those of my own country.”

Anne of Austria smiled knowingly. “Serious amusements?” she asked. “Have you truly considered their seriousness?”

The duke hesitated.

“There is no amusement more serious,” the queen continued, “than one that prevents a man of your rank—”

“Your Majesty seems quite insistent on that point,” the duke interjected. “Do you really believe so, my lord?”

“If you’ll allow me to say so, this is the second time you’ve praised the attractions of England at the expense of the joys experienced by those who live in France.”

Anne of Austria stepped closer to the young man, placing her elegant hand on his shoulder, which quivered at her touch.

“Believe me, monsieur, nothing can compare to living in one’s own country. I often find myself regretting Spain.”

“I have lived a long time, my lord—far too long for a woman. I must confess, not a single year has gone by without my regretting Spain.”

“Not one year, madame?” the young duke replied, his tone icy. “Not during those years when you reigned as Queen of Beauty—as you still do, in truth?”

“Enough with the flattery, duke. I am old enough to be your mother.” She emphasized her words with a gentleness that pierced Buckingham’s heart. “Yes,” she continued, “I am indeed old enough to be your mother, and for that reason, I wish to offer you a piece of advice.”

“That advice being that I should return to London?” he asked, incredulously.

“Yes, my lord.”

The duke clasped his hands in a gesture of despair that could not help but move the queen, who was already softened by her own tender memories.

“It must be so,” she added.

“What!” he exclaimed again, “are you seriously telling me that I must leave—that I must exile myself—that I am to flee at once?”

“Exile yourself, did you say?

“One might think France is your native land.”

“Madame, the country of those who love is the country of those they love.”

“Not another word, my lord; you forget whom you are addressing.”

Buckingham fell to his knees. “Madame, you are the embodiment of wisdom, kindness, and compassion. You are the foremost person in this kingdom, not only by your rank but also because of your angelic qualities. I have said nothing, madame. Have I truly said anything that warrants such a cruel response? What have I betrayed?”

“You have betrayed yourself,” the queen replied softly.

“I have said nothing—I know nothing.”

“You forget that you have spoken and thought in the presence of a woman; and besides—”

“Besides,” the duke interjected, “no one knows you are listening to me.”

“On the contrary, it is known; you possess all the flaws and all the virtues of youth.”

“Then I have been betrayed or denounced?”

“By whom?”

“By those who, at Le Havre, with infernal insight, read my heart like an open book.”

“I do not know whom you mean.”

“M.

“de Bragelonne, for instance.”

“I recognize the name, though I’m not familiar with the person it belongs to. M. de Bragelonne has said nothing.”

“Who could it be, then? If anyone, madame, had the audacity to point out something in me that I myself refuse to acknowledge—”

“What would you do, Duke?”

“There are secrets that can destroy those who uncover them.”

“Yet, the one who has discovered your secret—madman that you are—still lives. Moreover, you will not harm him, for he is well-protected: he is a husband, a jealous man, the second most important gentleman in France—he is my son, the Duc d’Orléans.”

The duke turned as pale as death.

“You are very cruel, madame,” he said.

“You see, Buckingham,” Anne of Austria said sadly, “how you swing from one extreme to another, battling with shadows when it seems so simple to find peace within yourself.”

“If we fight, madame, we die on the battlefield,” the young man replied gently, surrendering to deep melancholy.

Anne ran toward him, taking his hand firmly.

“Villiers,” she said in English, her voice charged with an intensity that tolerated no opposition, “what is it you’re asking? Do you expect a mother to sacrifice her son—a queen to allow the dishonor of her house? You’re just a child; don’t even think of it. What? Am I to commit these crimes just to spare your tears?”

“Villiers! You speak of the dead; at least they were filled with respect and submission. They accepted their exile, carrying their despair in their hearts like a treasured possession. This despair stemmed from the love they bore for a woman, and death—deceptive as it was—felt like a favor bestowed upon them.”

Buckingham rose, his features contorted, his hands pressed against his heart.

“You are right, madame,” he replied, “but those you speak of received their exile from the very lips of the one they loved. They were not cast out; they were implored to leave, and they were not mocked.”

“No,” murmured Anne of Austria, “they were not forgotten. But who says you are being cast out or exiled? Who claims that your devotion will go unremembered? I speak only for myself when I tell you to leave.”

“Do me this kindness—grant me this favor; let me be indebted to one of your name for this as well.”

“It is for your sake, then, madame?”

“For mine alone.”

“No one I leave behind will dare to mock me—not even a prince who might say, ‘I required it.’”

“Listen to me, Duke,” the queen said, her dignified features taking on a solemn expression. “I swear to you that no one commands in this matter but myself. I promise that no one will laugh or boast, and that everyone will show the respect due to your rank. Rely on me, Duke, as I rely on you.”

“You do not explain yourself, madame. My heart is heavy with bitterness, and I am in utter despair; no consolation, however gentle or affectionate, can bring me relief.”

“Do you remember your mother, Duke?” the queen asked, a warm smile gracing her lips.

“Very slightly, madame. Yet I recall how she would cover me with her caresses and tears whenever I cried.”

“Villiers,” the queen murmured, wrapping her arm around the young man’s neck, “look upon me as your mother, and believe that no one shall ever make my son weep.”

“I thank you, madame,” he replied, his voice thick with emotion. “I feel there is still room in my heart for a gentler and nobler sentiment than love.”

The queen mother gazed at him and pressed his hand.

“Go,” she said softly.

“When must I leave? Command me.”

“At any time that suits you, my lord,” the queen replied. “You may choose your own day of departure. However, instead of leaving today, as you might wish, or tomorrow, as others may expect, I suggest you depart the day after tomorrow in the evening. But announce today that it is your intention to leave.”

“My intention?” the young duke murmured.

“Yes, duke.”

“And shall I never return to France?”

Anne of Austria paused, seemingly lost in somber thought.

“It would bring me comfort,” she said, “if you were to return on the day I am laid to rest at Saint-Denis beside my husband, the king.”

“Madame, you are the very embodiment of kindness; fortune is smiling upon you, your cup overflows with happiness, and many long years lie ahead.”

“In that case, you won’t be returning for quite some time,” the queen said, attempting a smile.

“I shall not return,” Buckingham replied, “despite my youth.”

“Death does not measure by years; it is impartial. Some die young, while others live to old age.”

“I refuse to dwell on sorrowful thoughts, Duke. Allow me to comfort you; return in two years. I can see on your face that the very idea that troubles you now will fade away long before six months have passed, and it will be not only dead but forgotten by the time you return.”

“I think you understood me better a moment ago, Madame,” the young man replied, “when you said that time holds no power over the family of Buckingham.”

“Silence,” the queen said, kissing the duke gently on the forehead, unable to restrain her affection. “Go now; spare me, and do not forget yourself any longer. I am the queen, and you are the subject of the King of England. King Charles awaits your return. Adieu, Villiers—farewell.”

“Forever!” the young man exclaimed, and he fled, struggling to master his emotions.

Anne rested her head on her hands, gazing at her reflection in the mirror. She murmured, “It has been said that a woman who has truly loved remains forever young, and that the bloom of a twenty-year-old girl lies hidden in some secret corner of the heart.”




Chapter XVIII: King Louis XIV Does Not Think Mademoiselle de la Vallière Rich Enough

King Louis XIV does not consider Mademoiselle de la Vallière wealthy or beautiful enough for a gentleman of the Vicomte de Bragelonne’s rank. Raoul and the Comte de la Fère arrived in Paris the same evening that Buckingham had spoken with the queen-mother. As soon as the count arrived, he asked Raoul to request an audience with the king. His Majesty had spent part of the morning reviewing various goods from Lyons, which he intended to present to his sister-in-law, together with Madame and the ladies of the court.

A court dinner had just concluded, followed by a card game. As usual, the king left the card tables at eight o’clock and retired to his cabinet to work with M. Colbert and M. Fouquet. At that moment, Raoul entered the ante-chamber just as the two ministers were leaving. The king, catching sight of him through the half-closed door, called out, “What do you want, M. de Bragelonne?”

The young man stepped forward. “An audience, sire,” he replied, “for the Comte de la Fère, who has just arrived from Blois and is eager to speak with Your Majesty.”

“I have an hour to spare before supper,” the king said. “Is the Comte de la Fère nearby?”

“He is below, waiting for Your Majesty’s permission.”

“Let him come up at once,” the king instructed, and five minutes later, Athos entered the presence of Louis XIV.

The king welcomed him with a graciousness that Louis, whose maturity surpassed his years, reserved for those who would not be swayed by mere favors.

“I hope, Comte,” the king said, “that you’ve come to ask me for something.”

“I won’t conceal it from Your Majesty,” the comte replied, “I have indeed come for that purpose.”

“Excellent!” the king exclaimed, his eyes brightening.

“But it is not for myself, sire.”

“That’s unfortunate; however, I will do for your protégé what you refuse to let me do for you.”

“Your Majesty encourages me. I have come to speak on behalf of the Vicomte de Bragelonne.”

“That’s as good as speaking for yourself, Comte.”

“Not quite, sire. I seek something from Your Majesty that I cannot ask for myself. The vicomte wishes to marry.”

“He is still quite young, but that does not really matter.”

“He is an exceptionally distinguished young man; I will choose a wife for him.”

“He has already chosen one, sire, and is merely awaiting your consent.”

“Then it’s simply a matter of signing the marriage contract?” Athos bowed.

“Has he chosen a wife whose fortune and status align with your expectations?”

Athos hesitated for a moment. “His intended bride comes from good lineage, but she has no fortune.”

“That is a misfortune we can remedy.”

“You overwhelm me with gratitude, sire; however, may I offer a word of caution?”

“Please do, Comte.”

“Your Majesty seems to suggest an intention to provide a marriage portion for this young lady.”

“Certainly.”

“I would regret it, sire, if my actions toward Your Majesty led to such an outcome.”

“No false delicacy, Comte; what is the bride’s name?”

“Mademoiselle de la Baume le Blanc de la Vallière,” Athos replied calmly.

“I believe I know that name,” the king said, as if considering. “There was a Marquis de la Vallière.”

“Yes, sire, she is his daughter.”

“But he is dead, and his widow remarried M. de Saint-Remy, if I recall, the steward of the dowager Madame’s household.”

“Your Majesty is correct.”

“Furthermore, the young lady has just become one of the princess’s maids of honor.”

“Your Majesty seems to know her history even better than I do.”

The king reflected for a moment, then, noticing the comte’s anxious expression, remarked, “The young lady doesn’t strike me as particularly pretty, Comte.”

“I’m not entirely sure,” Athos replied. “I’ve seen her, but she did not leave a strong impression.”

“She seems a good and modest girl, but not beautiful, sire.”

“She has beautiful fair hair, though.”

“I believe so.”

“And her blue eyes are quite nice.”

“Yes, sire.”

“Taking her looks into account, the match seems rather unremarkable.”

“Now, let’s discuss the financial aspect of the matter.”

“A dowry of fifteen to twenty thousand francs at most, sire. The lovers are quite unselfish; for myself, I care little about wealth.”

“Selflessness is admirable, but some means are necessary. With fifteen thousand francs and no land, a woman cannot live at court. We will make up the difference; I will guarantee it for De Bragelonne.” The king noticed the calmness with which Athos received this statement.

“Let’s move on from finances to rank,” Louis XIV continued. “The daughter of the Marquis de la Vallière is respectable enough, but that good Saint-Remy slightly tarnishes the family’s name. And you, Comte, are rather strict about your lineage, if I’m not mistaken.”

“Sire, my only allegiance now is to Your Majesty.”

The king paused again. “One moment, Comte. I must admit, you’ve surprised me since this conversation began. You came to ask me to authorize a marriage, yet you seem deeply troubled by it. Forgive me, Comte, but I am seldom deceived, despite my youth. With some men, I offer my friendship through understanding; with others, through an instinctive distrust that sharpens my perception. I must say, you don’t present your request as if you truly want it granted.

“Well, sire, that is true.”

“I don’t understand you, then; just refuse.”

“No, sire; I love De Bragelonne with all my heart. He is deeply in love with Mademoiselle de la Vallière and dreams of a happy future. I cannot bring myself to destroy the illusions of youth. This marriage may not please me, but I beg Your Majesty to consent, so that Raoul can be happy.”

“Tell me, Comte, does she love him?”

“If Your Majesty wishes me to speak frankly, I do not believe in Mademoiselle de la Vallière’s affection. The excitement of being at court and the honor of serving Madame eclipse any feelings she may have in her heart. This marriage is like many others at court; still, since De Bragelonne wants it, so be it.”

“And yet you do not resemble those accommodating fathers who willingly serve as stepping-stones for their children,” said the king. “I am very firm against the corrupt, but not with men of good character. Raoul is suffering; he is deeply troubled. His normally cheerful nature has grown gloomy and melancholic.”

“I would not wish to deprive Your Majesty of any service you may provide.”

“I understand you,” said the king. “And more than that, I understand your heart, Comte.”

“Then there is no need,” replied the comte, “to tell Your Majesty that my goal is to make these children, or rather Raoul, happy.”

“And I, too, as much as you do, Comte, wish to ensure M. de Bragelonne’s happiness.”

“I only await Your Majesty’s signature. Raoul will have the honor of coming before you for your consent.”

“You are mistaken, Comte,” the king said firmly. “I just said that I wish to secure M. de Bragelonne’s happiness, and from this moment, I oppose his marriage.”

“But, sire,” exclaimed Athos, “Your Majesty has promised!”

“Not so, Comte. I made no promise, for it goes against my intentions.”

“I appreciate Your Majesty’s kind and generous intentions on my behalf; still, I must remind you that I came as an ambassador.”

“An ambassador, Comte, often makes requests but isn’t always granted them.”

“But, sire, this will be such a blow for De Bragelonne.”

“My own hand will deliver the blow; I will speak to the Vicomte.”

“Love, sire, is overwhelming in its force.”

“Love can be resisted, Comte. I assure you.”

“When one possesses the soul of a king—your own, for example, sire.”

“Do not concern yourself with that. I have specific plans for De Bragelonne.”

“I do not say he should not marry Mademoiselle de la Vallière, but I prefer he not marry so young. I want him to wait until she has acquired a fortune, and he, too, deserves the favor I wish to show him. In short, Comte, I wish them to wait.”

“Once more, sire.”

“Comte, you said you came here to request a favor.”

“Indeed, sire.”

“Then grant me one instead: let us stop talking about this matter. There is a strong chance of war being declared soon. I need men around me who are free from obligations. I would hesitate to send a married man or a father into battle. Also, I would be reluctant, for De Bragelonne’s sake, to give a fortune to a young woman, a complete stranger, unless there was a pressing reason. Such a gesture would only breed jealousy among my nobility.” Athos bowed and fell silent.

“Is that all you wanted to ask me?” Louis XIV inquired.

“Absolutely all, sire. I take my leave of Your Majesty. But should I inform Raoul?”

“Spare yourself the annoyance. Tell the vicomte that I will speak to him at my levee tomorrow morning. I expect you this evening, Comte, to join my card table.”

“I am in traveling attire, sire.”

“I look forward to the day when you no longer need to leave me. Soon, Comte, the monarchy will be settled so that I can offer men like you the hospitality you deserve.”

“Provided, sire, that a monarch reigns supreme in his subjects’ hearts, the palace he lives in is of little matter, for he is worshipped as in a temple.” With these words, Athos left the cabinet and found De Bragelonne waiting for him anxiously.

“Well, monsieur?” the young man asked.

“The king, Raoul, has good intentions toward us both—not perhaps as you might expect, but he is kind and generous to our family.”

“You have bad news for me, monsieur,” Raoul replied, his face turning pale.

“The




Chapter XIX: Sword-Thrusts in the Water

As Raoul made his way to De Guiche, he found him deep in conversation with De Wardes and Manicamp. Since the incident at the barricade, De Wardes had treated Raoul like a stranger; they behaved as if they barely knew each other. As Raoul entered, De Guiche approached him, and as Raoul shook his friend’s hand, he quickly glanced at his two companions, hoping to decipher their thoughts by their expressions. De Wardes remained cold and unreadable, while Manicamp appeared preoccupied, absorbed in the details of his attire.

De Guiche led Raoul to a nearby room and invited him to sit down, saying, “You look well!”

“That’s surprising,” Raoul replied, “because I don’t feel well at all.”

“Ah, so we’re in the same situation—both of us unlucky in love.”

“That’s better for you, Count; even bad news is preferable to no news at all.”

“In that case, don’t be concerned. Not only am I quite unhappy, but I also see others around me who are enjoying themselves.”

“I really don’t understand you,” Raoul said. “Explain, please.”

“You will soon enough. I’ve tried—unsuccessfully—to overcome the feelings you saw in me, how those feelings grew and took over my mind. I’ve relied on your advice and my own strength. I’ve carefully reflected on the unfortunate path I’ve chosen; I’ve explored its depths and know it leads to ruin. Still, I don’t care—I’m going through with it.”

“This is madness, De Guiche! Any further, and you risk your own downfall—maybe even your life.”

“Whatever happens, I am done with thinking it over. Listen.”

“And you think you’ll succeed? You expect Madame to love you?”

“Raoul, I don’t know; I only hope. Hope is part of being human, and it never really leaves us—not until our last breath.”

“But even if you get the happiness you hope for, you’ll be more thoroughly lost than if you’d failed.”

“Please, Raoul, don’t interrupt me again; you’ll never convince me. I tell you, I don’t want to be convinced. I’ve gone too far to turn back; I’ve suffered too much—death itself would almost be a relief. I no longer love with passion, Raoul; jealousy has dragged me under like a whirlpool.”

Raoul clapped his hands together, his frustration clear. “Well?” he said. “Good or bad, it hardly matters. This is what I ask of you, my friend, my almost-brother.

For three days now, Madame has seemed blissfully happy. On the first day, I couldn’t bear to look at her; I begrudged her happiness when I felt such misery. By the next day, though, I realized I couldn’t keep away from her. And she, Raoul—or so I thought—seemed to look at me not with pity, but with gentle kindness. Yet between our looks was a shadow; another’s smile seemed always to catch her eye. Next to her horse rides another—not me; in her ear, another’s soft voice, not mine, lingers constantly. Raoul, my mind has burned for three days now; it’s as if fire, not blood, runs through my veins.

“That shadow must be cast away, that smile wiped out; that voice silenced.”

“You want Monsieur dead?” cried Raoul.

“No, no, I’m not jealous of her husband; I’m jealous of her lover.”

“Her lover?” said Raoul, raising an eyebrow. “Have you really not seen it? You, who used to notice everything?”

“Are you jealous of the Duke of Buckingham?”

“To the very core.”

“Again, jealous?”

“This time, it will be straightforward; I’ve already sent him a letter.”

“You wrote to him?”

“How did you know?”

“He told me himself. Look at this,” he said, handing De Guiche the letter he himself had just received. De Guiche read it eagerly and said, “He’s a brave man—no, more than that, a gallant man.”

“Yes, the duke is gallant; I don’t have to ask if you wrote to him the same way.”

“He’ll show you my letter when you see him for me.”

“But that’s nearly impossible.”

“What do you mean?”

“That I should visit him for that reason.”

“Why not?”

“The duke confides in me just as you do.”

“I hope you’ll choose me over him! Listen, Raoul, I want you to tell his Grace—very simply—that today, tomorrow, or any day he prefers, I will meet him at Vincennes.”

“Think it over, De Guiche.”

“I made it clear I already have.”

“The duke is a guest in France and on a diplomatic mission—his person can’t be touched…”

“Vincennes is beside the Bastille.”

“Any consequences are my problem.”

“But what reason should I give for the meeting? What do I say?”

“Don’t worry, he won’t ask for an explanation. The duke is probably as tired of me as I am of him. Please, go to the duke, and, if it comes to it, I’ll even beg him to accept.”

“That would be pointless. The duke already told me he wants to talk to me. Right now, he’s playing cards with the king.”

“Let’s both go. I’ll pull him aside in the gallery—you keep out of sight. Just two words, that’s all we need.”

“That works. I’ll bring De Wardes with us.”

“Why not Manicamp? Let’s leave De Wardes here; he can join us later.”

“That’s true.”

“He knows nothing?”

“Absolutely nothing. Still not on good terms with him?”

“Has he mentioned anything to you?”

“Not a word.”

“I don’t like the man, and since I never have, my feelings haven’t changed since yesterday.”

“Then let’s go.”

The four descended the stairs. De Guiche’s carriage was waiting and carried them straight to the Palais Royal. As they traveled, Raoul was busy planning his next steps. With two secrets that only he knew, he hoped he might arrange an understanding between the two rivals. He knew he had influence with Buckingham and, lately, with De Guiche; things didn’t seem completely hopeless.

When they reached the gallery, which blazed with light and buzzed with the most beautiful and illustrious women at court, Raoul lost sight of De Guiche as he scanned the room for Louise. She was among her friends, standing like an enchanted dove, gazing at the royal guests adorned with jewels and gold. All but the king himself were standing.

Raoul saw Buckingham a few paces from Monsieur, surrounded by a mix of French and English courtiers, all admiring his noble presence and the regal splendor of his clothes. Some of the older courtiers remembered his father, but those memories didn’t overshadow the son. Buckingham was deep in conversation with Fouquet, who was speaking animatedly about Belle-Isle.

“I can’t approach him right now,” Raoul said.

“Wait for the right moment, but don’t be long. I’m uneasy,” came the answer.

“Look, our rescuer is here,” Raoul said, spotting D’Artagnan in his new captain’s uniform entering the gallery. Raoul made his way toward D’Artagnan.

“The Comte de la Fère has been looking for you, Chevalier,” Raoul said.

“Yes,” D’Artagnan replied, “I just left him.”

“I thought you’d have spent part of the evening together.”

“We’re meeting again soon.”

As he spoke, D’Artagnan’s eyes roamed restlessly, searching the gallery for someone or something. Suddenly, his gaze snapped sharply on someone, the way an eagle fixes on its prey. Raoul followed his look and noticed De Guiche and D’Artagnan exchange polite nods, but he couldn’t tell who was the real focus of the captain’s stern stare.

“Chevalier,” Raoul said, “there’s no one here but you who can help me.”

“What is it, my dear Vicomte?”

“It’s simple: I need you to interrupt the Duke of Buckingham. I have something to say to him, but he’s with M. Fouquet, and it wouldn’t be right to butt in.”

“Ah, I see. Is M.—Is Fouquet over there?” D’Artagnan asked. “Can’t you see him?”

“Yes, there he is. But do you think I have more right than you to approach him?”

“You’re the man of the hour.”

“True, I’m captain of the musketeers. I’ve wanted this position so long, and had it such a short while, I sometimes forget my own rank.”

“Will you do this favor?”

“M. Fouquet—the devil!”

“Aren’t you two on good terms?”

“More like he isn’t on good terms with me. Still, if it has to be done—”

“Wait; I think he’s looking at you. Or maybe—”

“No, no, don’t kid yourself; he’s definitely honoring me.”

“Then this is a good opportunity?”

“You really think so?”

“I do; go on.”

“All right, I will.”

De Guiche kept a close eye on Raoul, who signaled that he had things under control. D’Artagnan strode over to the group, giving a polite greeting to M. Fouquet and the others.

“Good evening, M. d’Artagnan; we were just talking about Belle-Isle,” said Fouquet, with the easy manner of a master of etiquette and the subtle language of looks—skills that require a lifetime to perfect, yet some never succeed.

“Belle-Ile-en-Mer! Ah!” D’Artagnan replied. “I believe it’s yours, M. Fouquet?”

“Fouquet just said he’s given it to the king,” said Buckingham.

“Do you know Belle-Isle, Chevalier?” Fouquet asked.

“I went there once,” D’Artagnan replied, light and pleasant.

“Did you stay long?”

“Only a day.”

“Did you see much?”

“As much as is possible in one day.”

“And with your sharp eye, that’s a lot,” Fouquet said, to which D’Artagnan simply bowed. Meanwhile, Raoul caught Buckingham’s eye with a discreet gesture.

“M. Fouquet,” Buckingham said, “I’ll leave the captain with you. He knows far more about bastions, ramparts, and counter-scarps than I. I need to join a friend who called me over.” With that, Buckingham stepped away from the group and made his way toward Raoul, stopping briefly at the table where the queen mother, the young queen, and the king were playing.

“Now, Raoul,” De Guiche urged, “there he is—act quickly and firmly.”

Buckingham chatted briefly with Madame, then moved on toward Raoul, who stepped forward to greet him, while De Guiche watched from where he stood. The two young men soon met in a clear space between the card tables and the gallery, strolling together, occasionally stopping to exchange a word with some older courtiers passing by. Just as the moment came to join together, a third figure interrupted. It was Monsieur, approaching the Duke with his most polished smile, his lips red and scented.

“My dear duke,” he said, in a tone of flattering good humor, “is it true, what I’ve just heard?”

Buckingham turned, surprised; he didn’t see Monsieur arrive and only heard his voice. For all his self-control, he flinched slightly, a hint of pallor crossing his face.

“Monseigneur,” he said, “what is this news that startled you?”

“It’s news that throws me into despair and will, in truth, sadden the entire court.”

“Your highness is very kind; I assume you mean my departure.”

“Exactly.”

Guiche, nearby, caught the end of their exchange and started in surprise. “His departure?” he muttered. “What does that mean?”

Philip maintained his welcoming manner. “I can easily understand, monsieur, why the King of Great Britain recalls you. We all know King Charles II, who treasures true gentlemen, cannot spare you. Yet it’s hard for us to let you go, and I beg you to accept my regret along with the court’s.”

“Believe me, monseigneur,” the duke replied, “if I must leave the court of France—”

“Because you’re recalled. But if you think my wishes could influence the king, I’d gladly plead my case to His Majesty Charles II—”

“To let you stay with us a little while longer.”

“I am truly grateful, monseigneur, for such kindness,” Buckingham replied. “However, my orders were explicit. My stay in France was always meant to be brief; I’ve already overstayed, risking my sovereign’s displeasure. Only today did I realize I should have left four days ago.”

“Indeed,” Monsieur said.

“But,” Buckingham continued, speaking so the princess could hear, “I find myself like the man from the East who lost his mind from delight in a lovely dream. He finally woke—not entirely healed, but at least recovered. The court of France is like that dream—intoxicating—but I must awaken and go. However much your highness honors me, I cannot stay.”

“When will you leave?” Philip asked, interested.

“Tomorrow, Monseigneur. My carriages have been ready for three days.”

The Duc d’Orleans nodded as if to say, “If that’s your decision, there’s nothing further.” Buckingham answered the gesture with a smile that masked some inner tension. Monsieur then walked away the way he had come. At that moment, De Guiche approached from the other direction. Raoul feared the impatient young man might make a new proposal, so he hurried to intercept him.

“No, no, Raoul, it’s no use now,” Guiche said, reaching both hands toward the duke and leading him behind a column. “Forgive me, Duke, for the note I sent you. I was frantic—please, give it back to me.”

“It’s true,” the duke replied, “you can’t have any further complaint against me.”

“Forgive me, Duke. Let me offer you my friendship—real friendship, now and always.”

“With you leaving her forever, I don’t see why there would be any anger between us.”

Raoul overheard and realized he was no longer needed between the two, who now only had friendly words to share. He drew back a bit, moving closer to De Wardes, who was talking with the Chevalier de Lorraine about Buckingham’s departure.

“A tactical retreat,” De Wardes sneered. “Why?”

“Because our poor duke is dodging a sword-thrust.” Both men laughed. Raoul, offended, turned away, frowning and curling his lip with disdain. The Chevalier walked off, but De Wardes did not.

“You can’t help but mock people who aren’t around, it seems,” Raoul said to De Wardes. “Yesterday it was M. d’Artagnan; today, the Duke of Buckingham.”

“You know well, monsieur,” De Wardes replied, “I sometimes insult people even when they are right here.”

De Wardes stood so close to Raoul their shoulders touched, their faces nearly clashing, as if they wanted to spark off each other’s anger by the force of their glares. Clearly, one was burning with fury and the other was at his limit. Suddenly, a poised voice interrupted the tension: “I believe I heard my name mentioned.”

They saw D’Artagnan, his eyes shining, his face glowing, as he put a hand on De Wardes’s shoulder. Raoul stepped back to let the musketeer pass. De Wardes trembled but stayed put. D’Artagnan, as cheerful as ever, stepped into the space Raoul had left. “Thanks, Raoul,” he said.

“M. de Wardes, I have to talk with you. Stay, Raoul; everyone here should hear what I have to say to M. de Wardes.” The lightness vanished from Raoul’s expression, which grew cold and sharp.

“I am at your service, monsieur,” De Wardes replied.

“For a long while,” D’Artagnan continued, “I’ve been wanting to speak with you; today happens to be my first chance.”

“I confess, the setting isn’t ideal, but I trust you’ll accompany me to my rooms at the end of this gallery,” he said.

“I’ll follow you, monsieur,” De Wardes replied.

“Are you here alone?” D’Artagnan asked.

“No, I have M. Manicamp and M. de Guiche, two friends.”

“That’s good,” D’Artagnan said. “But two aren’t enough; you can find more, I hope?”

“Yes,” the young man said, not understanding D’Artagnan’s intention. “As many as you like.”

“Are they real friends?”

“Certainly.”

“Then bring together a good number.”

“Are you coming too, Raoul? Bring M. de Guiche and the Duke of Buckingham,” he added.

“What a commotion,” De Wardes quipped, forcing a smile. The captain made a small gesture, urging him not to take offense, and led the way to his quarters.




Chapter XX: Sword-Thrusts in the Water

D’Artagnan’s apartment was not empty; the Comte de la Fere sat in a window nook, waiting for him.

“Well,” he said to D’Artagnan as he entered.

“Well,” D’Artagnan replied, “M. de Wardes has honored me with a visit, and he’s brought friends—along with ours.”

Indeed, just behind D’Artagnan were De Wardes and Manicamp, then De Guiche and Buckingham, both surprised and uncertain what was expected. Raoul entered, bringing a couple more gentlemen; seeing the count, he took a seat by his side. D’Artagnan welcomed his guests with courteous calm, maintaining a relaxed demeanor. The group was made up of high-ranking men, all respected at court.

After apologizing for the inconvenience, he turned to De Wardes, who, despite his outward cool, could not hide a flicker of surprise and anxiety. “Now, monsieur,” D’Artagnan began, “since we’re away from the king’s palace and can speak freely, I want to explain why I took the liberty of inviting you, and these gentlemen, here. My friend, the Comte de la Fere, has let me know that you spread slander about me. You claim to hate me because, you say, I was your father’s enemy.”

“That is quite true, monsieur; I have said as much,” replied De Wardes, a little color returning to his pale face.

“So you accuse me of a crime, a wrong, or some cowardly act. Please, state it openly.”

“In front of witnesses?”

“Yes, in front of witnesses. I chose them for their appreciation of matters of honor.”

“You’re ignoring my delicacy, monsieur.”

“I’ve accused you, yes; but I kept the exact nature of the accusation private. I contented myself with showing contempt before those who thought it necessary to relay it to you. You’ve overlooked my restraint, even though you seemed interested in saying nothing yourself. I can hardly recognize your usual prudence, M. d’Artagnan.”

D’Artagnan, quietly biting at the edge of his moustache, replied, “I’ve already had the honor of asking you for your specific complaints against me.”

“Out loud?”

“Certainly, out loud.”

“In that case, I will speak.”

“Speak, monsieur,” D’Artagnan said with a bow. “We are all listening.”

“Well, monsieur, it’s not about an offense against me, but against my father.”

“You’ve already said so.”

“Yes, but some subjects are hard to bring up.”

“If it’s hard for you, I encourage you to push past it.”

“Even if it concerns a shameful action?”

“Yes, in all cases.”

Those present at first looked at each other in unease, but seeing D’Artagnan’s utter calm, they felt reassured.

De Wardes remained silent, his face unshaken. “Speak, monsieur,” the musketeer prompted. “See, you’re making us wait.”

“Very well, listen: My father was in love with a noblewoman, and she loved him in return.” D’Artagnan and Athos exchanged looks. De Wardes continued, “M. d’Artagnan found letters revealing a meeting. He disguised himself as the man expected, and took advantage of the darkness.”

“That is completely true,” D’Artagnan admitted. A low murmur ran through the room. “Yes, I am guilty of that dishonorable action.”

“You should have mentioned, monsieur, since you are so impartial, that when the incident




Chapter XXI: Baisemeaux de Montlezun

After the harsh lesson given to De Wardes, Athos and D’Artagnan walked down the staircase leading to the courtyard of the Palais Royal. “You see,” Athos said to D’Artagnan, “Raoul cannot escape a duel with De Wardes, eventually. De Wardes is as brave as he is malicious and wicked.”

“I know the type well,” D’Artagnan replied. “I once had an altercation with his father. I assure you, despite my strength and a certain reckless courage back then, the father managed to outmatch me. But you should have seen how fiercely I fought him.”

Ah, Athos, such encounters are rare these days! My hand was never still—quick as mercury—you know that firsthand, having seen my work. My sword was not just steel; it was like a serpent, changing form and length, always searching for a spot to strike, ready to sink its fangs. I closed in by a few paces, then three more, always pressing forward, then just as quickly leaping back ten. No one could withstand that intensity. De Wardes the elder, with all the courage of his family and his tireless spirit, kept me engaged for quite a while; I remember how sore my fingers felt afterwards.

“As I said,” Athos continued, “the son will always be seeking Raoul, and sooner or later they will meet. Raoul isn’t hard to find when one is searching for him.”

“True, but Raoul is clever; he bears no grudge against De Wardes—he’s made that plain. He’ll wait until he is provoked, and then he’ll be in the right.”

“The king won’t stay upset about this; besides, we know how to calm his majesty. But why are you so anxious and troubled? That’s not like you.”

“I’ll tell you why: Raoul is set to meet the king tomorrow, when his majesty will give his opinion about a certain marriage. With Raoul’s feelings, he’s bound to lose his temper, and if he meets De Wardes in such a state, it could be disastrous.”

“We’ll prevent that disaster.”

“Not I,” Athos replied. “I must return to Blois. All this glamorous court life, with its intrigues, makes me sick. I am no longer young enough to put up with the pettiness of the times.”

I have read in the Great Book so many things, full of beauty and depth, that I cannot waste my time on the trivial gossip of men trying to deceive each other. In short, Paris tires me whenever you’re not with me; and since I can’t always have your company, I long to go back to Blois.”

“How mistaken you are, Athos; how you deny your true nature and the noble destiny within you. Men like you are meant to serve right until the end, fully using their great talents. Look at my sword—a Spanish blade, the one I used at La Rochelle. It served me well for thirty years, until one winter it slipped on the marble floor of the Louvre and broke. From its pieces, I had a hunting knife forged, and that will last a hundred years more. You, Athos, with your loyalty, honesty, steady courage, and keen mind, are just the kind of man kings need for their advisers and guides.”

“Stay here; Monsieur Fouquet won’t last as long as my Spanish blade.”

“Is it possible,” Athos said with a smile, “that my friend D’Artagnan, who once elevated me so highly and made me revered, is now casting me down from Olympus and throwing me to the ground? I have greater ambitions than that, D’Artagnan. To be a minister—never! I am greater than that. I am nothing. Remember how sometimes you called me ‘the great Athos’? I challenge you, if I ever became a minister, to keep calling me that.”

“No, I cannot surrender myself in that way.”

“Then let’s not speak of it again; let’s give up everything—even the brotherhood that binds us.”

“What you say is almost harsh.”

D’Artagnan warmly gripped Athos’s hand. “No, no—let go of everything without fear. Raoul will do fine without you. I am in Paris.”

“In that case, I will return to Blois. We’ll part tonight; by dawn, I’ll be on my horse again.”

“You can’t go back to your hotel alone. Why didn’t you bring Grimaud?”

“Grimaud is resting; he goes to bed early, the poor fellow tires easily now. He traveled here from Blois with me, and I insisted he stay inside. If he had to ride the forty leagues back to Blois and pause to catch his breath, he would do it without a word.”

“But I don’t want anything to happen to Grimaud.”

“You’ll have one of my musketeers carry a torch for you. Hola! Someone there?” D’Artagnan called, leaning over the gilded balustrade. Seven or eight musketeers’ heads appeared. “I need a gentleman to escort the Comte de la Fere,” D’Artagnan announced.

“Thank you for your readiness, gentlemen,” Athos said. “I regret troubling you like this.”

“I’d gladly take the Comte de la Fere,” one musketeer said, “if I didn’t need to speak with Monsieur D’Artagnan.”

“Who’s that?” D’Artagnan asked, trying to see in the darkness. “It’s me, Monsieur D’Artagnan.”

“Heavens, is that Monsieur Baisemeaux’s voice?”

“It is, monsieur.”

“What brings you to the courtyard, dear Baisemeaux?”

“I’m waiting for your instructions, dear Monsieur D’Artagnan.”

“You miserable fellow,” D’Artagnan thought. “So, you’ve heard someone is to be arrested, and you came yourself instead of sending an officer?”

“I came because I wished to speak to you.”

“You didn’t summon me?”

“I waited till you were free,” Monsieur Baisemeaux answered timidly.

“I’ll say goodbye now, D’Artagnan,” said Athos. “But first, let me introduce Monsieur Baisemeaux de Montlezun, the governor of the Bastille.”

Baisemeaux and Athos exchanged courteous nods. “You must know each other,” D’Artagnan remarked.

“I vaguely remember Monsieur Baisemeaux,” Athos said. “Remember, my dear Baisemeaux, the king’s guardsman with whom we had such enjoyable run-ins during the cardinal’s time?”

“Perfectly,” Athos said, departing with a friendly manner. “Monsieur le Comte de la Fere, otherwise called Athos,” D’Artagnan whispered to Baisemeaux.

“Yes, yes—a brave man, one of the famous four.”

“Exactly. Well, my dear Baisemeaux, shall we get to business?”

“If you please.”

“First, about the orders—there are none. The king won’t be arresting the person in question.”

“That’s unfortunate,” Baisemeaux sighed.

“What do you mean, ‘that’s unfortunate?’” D’Artagnan said, laughing.

“Of course,” the governor replied, “my prisoners are my livelihood.”

“I’m sorry; I hadn’t thought of it that way.”

“So, there are no orders,” Baisemeaux repeated, sighing in disappointment.

“What a fine post you hold, Captain,” he went on after a pause. “Captain-lieutenant of the musketeers.”

“It’s good enough,” the captain replied, “but I don’t see why you envy me. You’re the governor of the Bastille, the most important fortress in France.”

“I know,” Baisemeaux said, his tone sorrowful. “You talk as if you’re confessing a crime. I would gladly trade my position for yours.”

“Please, don’t mention advantages if you want to spare me deep pain.”

“Why do you keep looking around, as if you fear being arrested yourself, when you’re the one who arrests others?”

“I’m just making sure no one can see or hear us. It’d be safer to talk in private, if you grant me that favor.”

“Baisemeaux, have you forgotten we’ve known each other for thirty-five years? Don’t act so solemn; relax. I don’t eat Bastille governors for breakfast.”

“Thank goodness for that!”

“Come into the courtyard; the moon is beautiful tonight. We can stroll arm in arm beneath the trees while you tell your sad story.” He led the gloomy governor into the courtyard, took his arm, and, in his rough but friendly way, urged, “Come on, out with it, Baisemeaux; what’s bothering you?”

“It’s a long story.”

“Ah, you prefer to complain at length. I bet you’re making fifty thousand francs from your doves in the Bastille.”

“If only that were true, M. d’Artagnan.”

“I’m surprised, Baisemeaux; just look at yourself, living like a hermit.”

“I wish I could show you your face in a mirror. You’d see how cheerful and plump you are—round as a cheese, your eyes glowing like coals. If it weren’t for that wrinkle you insist on keeping on your forehead, you’d barely look more than fifty, though you’re really sixty, if I’m right.”

“All true enough.”

“Of course, I knew it—as true as the fifty thousand francs you’re bringing in,” D’Artagnan said, causing Baisemeaux to stamp his foot in frustration. “Come, let’s count your finances: you were captain of M. Mazarin’s guards, with a salary of twelve thousand francs a year—that would be one hundred forty thousand francs over twelve years.”

“Twelve thousand francs! Are you mad?” Baisemeaux exclaimed. “The old miser only paid me six thousand, and my post’s expenses were six thousand five hundred. M. Colbert, who deducted the remaining six thousand, graciously let me take fifty thousand francs as a bonus. Without my little property at Montlezun, which gives twelve thousand a year, I couldn’t have managed my bills.”

“Well then, what about the Bastille’s fifty thousand francs?”

“There, I trust you’re fully settled and comfortable, getting your six thousand francs salary too.”

“Admitted!”

“No matter the year, good or bad, you have fifty prisoners, each averaging a thousand francs for you per year.”

“I won’t deny that.”

“That’s fifty thousand in all. You’ve had this post three years, so that’s one hundred fifty thousand francs by now.”

“You’re missing one detail, dear M. d’Artagnan.”

“And what’s that?”

“You received your rank as captain directly from the king, but I got my governor’s post from Messieurs Tremblay and Louviere.”

“You’re right, and Tremblay wasn’t about to give it away for free.”

“Nor did Louviere. I had to pay each seventy-five thousand francs for their share.”

“How amusing! And Louviere too?”

“The very same.”

“Paid in full?”

“No, I couldn’t manage that. The king, or actually M. Mazarin, didn’t want it to seem these gentlemen, men of the barricades, were being dismissed. So he let them set some extravagant conditions for their retirement.”

“And those were?”

“Tremble—three years’ income for goodwill.”

“The devil!”

“…d’Herblay? I might have guessed. He’s skilled at spinning webs.”

“Yes, and this time he’s woven quite a good one.”

“But why would he do that? He’s put you in a difficult place.”

“Maybe he thinks it may serve a larger plan. Or maybe he just enjoys the challenge.”

“Challenge? This isn’t a game, Baisemeaux—it’s about your future.”

“True, but in our world, sometimes you have to play along with those in charge.”

“Yet to risk so much for money that may vanish …”

“That’s where you’re wrong. These are higher stakes than a fortune. It’s about power, control, and maneuvering through tricky court politics.”

“I see your point, but it seems risky.”

“Every decision is a risk, friend. Some just have more at stake.”

“d’Herblay! Aramis!”

“Yes, he’s been very good to me.”

“Good? For convincing you to accept such a deal!”

“Listen! I wanted to leave the cardinal’s service. M. d’Herblay acted on my behalf with Louvière and Tremblay—they protested. I really wanted the post because I saw its advantages. I confessed my troubles to M. d’Herblay.”

d’Herblay then offered to act as my guarantor for the payments.”

“You amaze me! Aramis became your guarantor?”

“Yes, truly as a man of honor; he secured the signature. Tremblay and Louviere gave up their posts. Every year, I pay those two gentlemen twenty-five thousand francs. On the thirty-first of May, without fail, M. d’Herblay comes himself to the Bastille and brings me five thousand pistoles to hand over to my crocodiles.”

“So you owe Aramis one hundred fifty thousand francs, then?”

“That’s what drives me mad. I only owe him one hundred thousand.”

“I don’t quite follow.”

“He settled with the vampires only two years ago. But today is the thirty-first of May, and he hasn’t shown up yet. The payment is due by noon tomorrow. If I miss it, those gentlemen can legally reclaim their posts. I’ll lose everything; I’ll have spent three years and paid two hundred fifty thousand francs for nothing, dear M. d’Artagnan.”

“This is very strange,” D’Artagnan murmured. “Now you see why I might have wrinkles.”

“Yes, indeed!”

“And you’ll understand that, even with my rosy cheeks, round face, and bright eyes, I might well worry about losing both my cheese and my apple, and being left only with tears.”

“It’s a sad fate.”

“I came to you, M. d’Artagnan—you’re the only one who can help me get out of this trouble.”

“How?”

“You know Abbé d’Herblay, and you must agree he is quite mysterious.”

“Yes.”

“Well, you may know his presbytery address. I already tried Noisy-le-Sec, but he’s gone from there.”

“I’d expect so. He’s now the Bishop of Vannes.”

“What? Vannes in Brittany?”

“Yes.”

The little man began to tear at his hair in despair. “How can I get to Vannes before noon tomorrow? I’m finished!”

“Your plight is truly sad.”

“Vannes, Vannes!” Baisemeaux cried. “But of course, a bishop isn’t always at home. M. d’Herblay might not be as far as you think.”

“Please, tell me his address.”

“I really don’t know it.”

“Then I’m done for. I’ll have to throw myself at the king’s feet.”

“But, Baisemeaux, I truly doubt you’re finished. Besides, if the Bastille produces fifty thousand francs a year, why haven’t you tried to collect a hundred thousand from it?”

“Because I’m an honest man, M. d’Artagnan, and I treat my prisoners like noble guests.”

“That’s likely to help you. Overeat some rich supper, and perhaps you’ll remove yourself from the world by noon tomorrow.”

“How can you laugh in my misery?”

“No, you truly trouble me. All right, Baisemeaux, if you give me your word of honor, I have something to share: promise not to repeat anything I tell you.”

“Never, never!”

“You want to find Aramis?”

“At any price!”

“Then go look for M. Fouquet.”

“What could that possibly have to do—”

“How dense! Don’t you know Vannes is in the same diocese as Belle-Isle, and Belle-Isle is within Vannes?”

“Belle-Isle belongs to M. Fouquet, and M. Fouquet named M. d’Herblay to that bishopric!”

“I see now; you’ve given me hope.”

“Good. Now go to M. Fouquet, and simply tell him you want to speak to him.”

“d’Herblay.”

“Exactly!” Baisemeaux exclaimed, delighted, but D’Artagnan silenced him with a stern glance. “Your word of honor?”

“I give you my solemn word of honor,” the little man said, already eager to run. “Where are you heading so fast?”

“To M. Fouquet’s home.”

“No use in that,” Baisemeaux said, shaking his head. “M. Fouquet is playing cards with the king. The only thing you can do is pay. M. Fouquet will be returning home early tomorrow morning.”

“I’ll do just that. Thank you.”

“Best of luck,” D’Artagnan added. “Thank you.”

“This is an odd business,” D’Artagnan muttered as he slowly walked up the staircase after Baisemeaux departed. “What on earth is Aramis after by helping Baisemeaux this way? I suppose we’ll find out in time.”




Chapter XXII: The King’s Card Table

Fouquet was indeed present at the king’s card table, just as D’Artagnan had mentioned. It seemed that Buckingham’s departure had eased the discomfort left by the previous evening. Monsieur, beaming with happiness, lavished his mother with affectionate gestures. The Count de Guiche remained near Buckingham, talking with him about his upcoming voyage. Buckingham, considerate and gentle, listened closely, occasionally casting a glance filled with regret and longing toward Madame. Amid her cheerful mood, the princess divided her attention between the king, who played cards with her, Monsieur, who teased her about her considerable winnings, and De Guiche, who exuded excitement.

She paid little attention to Buckingham; for her, this fugitive, this exile, had become just a memory—no longer a true presence. Lighthearted people are often like this; as long as they remain untouched, they easily sever ties with anyone who might upset the delicate balance of their comfort. Madame had welcomed Buckingham’s smiles, attentions, and sighs while he was near, but what good were sighs, smiles, or kneeling from far away? Who knows where the winds of the Channel, which toss great ships about, carry such sighs? The duke could not help but notice this change, and he was deeply wounded. Sensitive by nature, proud, and capable of strong attachment, he cursed the day such a passion had taken root in his heart.

The looks he gave Madame grew increasingly colder, reflecting the chilling thoughts that troubled him. Though despair did not overtake him, he still found the inner strength to silence the wild outcry of his heart. Yet, as Madame began to sense this shift in his feelings, she redoubled her efforts to regain the influence she feared she was losing. Her timid and indecisive nature broke through in bursts of wit and humor. Above all, she felt the desire to stand out, to be more noticed than anyone—even the king himself. And she succeeded; the queens, in spite of their dignity, and the king, bound by the rules of etiquette, were all overshadowed by her. The queens, regal and formal, found themselves disarmed, unable to hold back their laughter.

Madame Henriette, the queen mother, was captivated by the radiance that lit up her family—a spark of wit inherited from Henry IV’s granddaughter. The king, both a young man and a monarch, felt a subtle jealousy towards anyone who could outshine him. He couldn’t help but admit his defeat in the face of such sparkling French energy, brightened even more by a dash of English humor. Like a child, he was mesmerized by her striking beauty, which her quick wit made even more impressive. Madame’s eyes flashed like lightning, and her clever remarks flowed from her red lips with the persuasive charm of Nestor himself. The entire court, enchanted by her presence, realized for the first time that laughter could be shared in the presence of the world’s greatest monarch, an embodiment of the wittiest and most refined culture in Europe.

From that evening forward, Madame enjoyed a success that could overwhelm anyone not born to the world of thrones—those high seats that, despite their elevation, rarely experience such dizzying triumphs. In that moment, Louis XIV recognized her as worthy of attention. Buckingham saw her as a coquette deserving the harshest heartbreak, De Guiche regarded her as a goddess, and the courtiers saw her as a star whose brilliance might soon become the center of favor and influence. Yet, only a few years before, Louis XIV would not even extend his hand to this “ugly girl” for a ballet, and Buckingham had worshipped this coquette “on both knees.” De Guiche had once seen this extraordinary woman as nothing more than a woman, and the courtiers had been hesitant to praise her rise, fearing they might offend the king, who had previously dismissed her as dull. Now, let us turn our attention to the events unfolding on that memorable evening at the king’s card table.

The young queen, though Spanish by birth and niece to Anne of Austria, was deeply in love with the king, and her affection was impossible to hide. Anne of Austria, an observant and commanding woman—as queens often are—recognized Madame’s influence and promptly bowed to it. This realization caused the young queen to withdraw and retreat to her own apartments.

The king barely noticed her departure, despite the feigned symptoms of illness that accompanied it. Protected by the etiquette he had begun to enforce at court as a foundation for all relationships, Louis XIV remained composed. He offered his hand to Madame without looking at his brother, Monsieur, and led the young princess to her apartments. Observers noted that, at the threshold, the king—either moved by the moment or uninhibited by social custom—let out a deep sigh.

The ladies present—nothing escapes a woman’s sharp eye—Mademoiselle Montalais, for example, exchanged knowing looks and whispered to each other, “The king sighed,” and “Madame sighed too.” And indeed, this was the case. Madame let out a gentle sigh, but it was far more dangerous to the king’s peace of mind than his own. She first closed her beautiful black eyes, then opened them, and with an expression of indescribable sadness, raised them to the king, whose face flushed deeply in response.

The result of these blushes, the exchanged sighs, and the king’s agitation was that Montalais committed a small indiscretion that affected her companion as well. Mademoiselle de la Vallière, perhaps less aware, turned pale when she saw the king’s blush. Since her duty was to attend Madame, she followed her anxiously, forgetting the gloves required by court etiquette. The young country girl could reasonably claim the king’s visible agitation as her excuse, for while she was busy closing the door, her eyes had unintentionally settled on the king, who was moving away but still looking back at her.

The king then returned to the room where the card tables were set up. He longed to engage with the various guests, but it was clear his mind was elsewhere. He confused different accounts, and some noblemen—who had retained habits learned under Monsieur Mazarin, a man with a poor memory but a keen mind for numbers—took advantage of his distraction. In this way, Monsieur Manicamp, who appeared absent-minded and careless—though he was the most honest man in the world—took possession of twenty thousand francs lying loose on the table, apparently belonging to no one. In much the same way, Monsieur de Wardes, likely still dazed from the evening’s events, neglected to leave behind the sixty double louis he had won for the Duke of Buckingham. The duke, like his father, could never bring himself to touch money, and had left the coins on the table before him. The king only began to reclaim his focus when Monsieur Colbert, who had been quietly watching for some time, approached. With a blend of great respect and quiet determination, he leaned in to whisper a suggestion into the king’s still-reverberating ear.

The king, intrigued, turned his full attention to the matter and scanned the room. “Is Monsieur Fouquet no longer present?” he asked.

“Yes, sire, I am here,” replied the superintendent, who had been speaking with Buckingham. He stepped forward as the king approached in a casual but friendly way. “Forgive me for interrupting your conversation,” Louis said. “I need your attention whenever your service is required.”

“I am always at the king’s service,” Fouquet replied.

“And your cash box as well,” the king added, laughing with a forced smile.

“My cash box, above all else,” Fouquet answered coolly. “The truth is, I want to give a fête at Fontainebleau—an open house for fifteen days, and I will need—” He paused and looked at Colbert.

Fouquet remained calm as he waited, and the king continued, echoing Colbert’s cold smile, “Four million francs.”

“Four million,” Fouquet repeated, bowing low.

His nails pressed into his chest, almost drawing blood, but the calm on his face never wavered. “When will they be needed, sire?”

“Take your time—I mean, no, no; as soon as possible.”

“A certain amount of time will be necessary, sire.”

“Time!” Colbert said, with a victorious look. “The time, monsieur,” the superintendent replied with proud disdain, “is simply to count the money; you can only draw and weigh a million a day.”

“Four days, then,” Colbert suggested.

“My clerks,” Fouquet said, turning to the king, “will work wonders in His Majesty’s service. The sum shall be ready in three days.”

Now it was Colbert’s turn to pale. Louis looked at him in astonishment. Fouquet withdrew gracefully, smiling at his many friends, whose faces showed the warmth of their friendship—mixed, perhaps, with a bit of pity.

But one should not judge Fouquet by his smile; in truth, he felt as if he had been dealt a fatal blow. Drops of blood from his agony stained the fine linen under his coat. His clothing hid the blood, just as his smile hid the rage burning within. His servants noticed his manner as he approached his carriage, sensing their master’s troubled mood. Their sharp observation resulted in a flurry of activity as precise as that found on a warship commanded by an impatient captain in a storm. As a result, the carriage did not simply roll—it raced. Fouquet could hardly regain his composure during the drive; upon arrival, he went straight to Aramis, who had not yet gone to bed.

Porthos had just enjoyed a hearty supper of roast leg of mutton, two pheasants, and a generous pile of crayfish. Afterwards, he ordered himself to be anointed with perfumed oils, in the style of the ancient wrestlers. Once finished, he was wrapped in flannels and settled comfortably into a warm bed.

Aramis, as noted, had not yet retired. Seated comfortably in a velvet dressing gown, he wrote letter after letter in his elegant, hurried script—each page containing the equivalent of a quarter-volume.

Suddenly, the door opened, and the superintendent rushed in, pale, agitated, and anxious. Aramis looked up.

“Good evening,” he said, quickly noticing his guest’s distress and disarray. “Did you play as well as the king?” he asked, seeking to start the conversation.

Fouquet collapsed onto the couch and waved away the servant who had followed him. Once the servant had left, he sighed, “Excellent.”

Aramis, watching every move, noticed how Fouquet flopped on the cushions with restless energy. “Lost again, I see?” Aramis said, still holding his pen.

“Even more than usual,” Fouquet replied. “Do you know how to handle losses?”

“Sometimes.”

“What? Monsieur Fouquet, a poor player?”

“There are different kinds of play, Monsieur d’Herblay.”

“How much have you lost?” Aramis asked, a hint of concern in his tone. Fouquet waited a moment, gathering himself, then stated, without emotion, “The evening has cost me four million,” and laughed bitterly, the sound drowning the last note of his speech. Aramis, shocked by the immense sum, dropped his pen.

“Four million,” he exclaimed. “You’ve lost four million—impossible!”

“Monsieur Colbert held my cards for me,” the superintendent said with another bitter laugh. “Ah, now I see; a new request for funds?”

“Yes, right from the king himself. It’s impossible to ruin a man with such a pleasant smile. What do you think of that?”

“It’s obvious your destruction is the goal.”

“That’s your view?”

“It is. And frankly, it’s no surprise; we’ve been expecting it.”

“Yes, but I didn’t imagine it would be four million.”

“The amount is no doubt large, but even so, four million isn’t a death sentence, especially for someone like Monsieur Fouquet.”

“My dear D’Herblay, if you knew my finances, you wouldn’t feel so reassured.”

“And you agreed?”

“What could I do?”

“That’s true.”

“The day I refuse, Colbert will find the money—how, I don’t know, but he will. And I’ll be ruined.”

“No doubt about it. How many days did you promise for the four million?”

“In three days.”

“The king seems to be in a great hurry,” Fouquet said.

“In three days?”

“When I think about it,” he went on, “just now, as I walked through the streets, people shouted, ‘There goes the rich Monsieur Fouquet.’ It could drive anyone mad.”

“Calm down, monsieur; it’s not worth worrying so much,” Aramis said soothingly, sprinkling sand on his freshly written letter. “So, what’s your solution?”

“There’s only one way out for you—pay.”

“I’m not sure I have the funds. I’ve exhausted everything; Belle-Isle is paid for, the pension settled, and ever since the investigation into the tax farmers, money has been scarce. And even if I manage to pay this time, how will I pay next time? Once kings have tasted wealth, they become like tigers that have tasted blood—they devour everything. The day will come—must come—when I will have to say, ‘Impossible, sire,’ and that will be the end of me.”

Aramis only shrugged. “A man in your place is only lost when he chooses to give up.”

“No matter his position, no one can stand against a king.”

“Nonsense. When I was young, I wrestled with Cardinal Richelieu, who was the king of France and a cardinal.”

“Where are my armies, my troops, my treasures?”

“I still haven’t even reached Belle-Isle.”

“Bah! Necessity is the mother of invention. Just when you think it’s hopeless, something will turn up.”

“And who will find that something?”

“You will.”

“Me? I resign as inventor.”

“Then I’ll do it.”

“Fine. But start at once.”

“Oh, we have plenty of time!”

“Your calmness is intolerable, D’Herblay,” said the superintendent, wiping his forehead with a handkerchief. “Remember when I told you not to worry if only you had courage?”

“Do you have some?”

“I believe so.”

“Then don’t worry.”

“It’s all settled, then. At the critical moment, you will help me.”

“That will only be repaying a debt I owe you.”

“It’s a financier’s job to anticipate men like you, D’Herblay.”

“If that’s the duty of financiers, then charity is the virtue of the clergy. But for now, you must act, monsieur. You aren’t ruined yet, and we’ll see what happens when the moment comes.”

“We’ll know soon enough.”

“Very well. Still, it’s unfortunate that you’re so short of money, because I was about to ask you for some.”

“For yourself?”

“For myself or for some of my people—either mine or ours.”

“How much do you need?”

“Don’t worry; it’s a good sum, but not excessive.”

“Just give me the amount.”

“Fifty thousand francs.”

“Oh! A mere trifle. One always has fifty thousand francs ready.” Why can’t that scoundrel Colbert be as easily satisfied as you? It would save me much trouble. When do you need the sum?

“Tomorrow morning. But perhaps you’re curious about what it’s for?”

“Not at all, chevalier. I don’t need to know.”

“Tomorrow is the first of June.”

“And?”

“One of our bonds is coming due.”

“I wasn’t aware we held any bonds.”

“Oh, but we do. Tomorrow, we pay the last third installment.”

“Last third? Of what?”

“Of the one hundred and fifty thousand francs owed to Baisemeaux.”

“Baisemeaux? Who is that?”

“The governor of the Bastille.”

“Oh, yes. But why am I to pay one hundred and fifty thousand francs to that man?”

“Because of the appointment he, or rather we, bought from Louvière and Tremblay.”

“I hardly remember.”

“No surprise—you have so much to manage. But this is an important matter.”

“Then tell me why we bought this appointment.”

“First, to do him a favor—and also for our own advantage.”

“Ours? Surely you’re joking.”

“Monseigneur, the day may come when having the Bastille’s governor as your ally could be invaluable.”

“I’m afraid I don’t understand you, D’Herblay.”

“Monseigneur, we already have our poets, engineers, architects, musicians, printers, painters—now we need our own governor of the Bastille.”

“Is that so?”

“Let’s not fool ourselves, monseigneur; we are quite opposed to visiting the Bastille,” added the prelate, flashing the same fine teeth that Marie Michon had admired thirty years before.

“And you think it’s sensible to pay one hundred and fifty thousand francs for that? I thought you were cleverer with your investments.”

“You’ll see soon enough if you’re mistaken.”

“My dear D’Herblay, the minute a man sets foot in the Bastille, he loses the benefit of all his past.”

“Not entirely, if the bonds are valid. Besides, Baisemeaux isn’t the kind to hold a grudge. I’m sure, my lord, he’ll remember the money, especially since I kept the receipts.”

“This is odd—usury disguised as kindness.”

“Don’t worry, monseigneur; if there’s any usury, it’s me who profits—and we both share in the advantage.”

“A scheme, D’Herblay?”

“I won’t deny it.”

“And Baisemeaux takes part?”

“Why not? There are worse allies. So, may I count on the five thousand pistoles tomorrow?”

“Do you need them tonight?”

“It would be better, since I want to leave early. Poor Baisemeaux is probably anxious, wondering where I am.”

“You’ll have the money in an hour. Ah, D’Herblay, the interest on your one hundred and fifty thousand francs will never match my four million.”

“Why not, monseigneur?”

“Good night; I have work to do with my clerks before I sleep.”

“Wishing you a peaceful night, monseigneur.”

“D’Herblay, you ask the impossible.”

“Will I have my fifty thousand francs tonight?”

“Yes.”

“Then rest easy—I promise you.”

Despite this assurance and the way he said it, Fouquet left the room shaking his head and sighing deeply.




Chapter XXIII: M. Baisemeaux de Montlezun’s Accounts

As the clock of St. Paul struck seven, Aramis rode through the streets dressed as an ordinary citizen in a colorful suit, with no distinguishing marks—except for a hunting knife at his side. He passed down the Rue du Petit-Musc and came to a halt in front of the Rue des Tournelles, at the gate of the Bastille. Two sentinels stood guard there, but they made no attempt to stop Aramis as he approached. He entered without dismounting, and they directed him along a long passage flanked by buildings on either side. This passage led to the drawbridge—truly the main entrance. The drawbridge was already lowered, marking the start of daily duties. A sentinel at the outer guardhouse stopped Aramis and gruffly demanded to know his business. With his characteristic politeness, Aramis explained he wished to speak with M. Baisemeaux de Montlezun. The first sentinel then called for a second, stationed within an inner lodge, who appeared behind the grating and eyed Aramis with keen interest.

Aramis repeated his wish to see the governor. The sentinel summoned a junior officer who was strolling across a fairly large courtyard. After being informed of Aramis’s request, the officer hurried away to fetch someone from the governor’s staff. On returning, the officer asked Aramis for his name.

“I cannot share that with you, monsieur,” replied Aramis. “I can only say that I have matters of such importance to discuss with the governor that I’m sure M. de Baisemeaux will be eager to see me. In fact, as soon as you tell him I’m the person he was expecting on the first of June, I am convinced he will come here himself.”

The officer doubted that someone of the governor’s status would make an effort for a visitor who looked so unremarkable. “Fortunately, monsieur,” he said, “the governor is just about to leave. You can see his carriage and the horses already harnessed in the courtyard. He won’t need to come to you; you’ll see him as he passes by.”

Aramis nodded, not wanting to raise any expectations. He waited silently, leaning against his horse’s saddle. Barely ten minutes had passed when the governor’s carriage appeared.

The governor came to the door and climbed into the carriage, ready to depart. The same procedures were followed for him as for any suspected stranger. As the carriage passed through the archway, the sentinel at the lodge stepped forward. The governor opened the carriage door himself, setting an example of compliance and allowing the sentinel to confirm no one was leaving the Bastille improperly.

The carriage rolled under the archway, but just as the iron gate swung open, an officer approached the halted carriage and spoke to the governor. The governor leaned out and spotted Aramis on horseback at the end of the drawbridge. With a shout of delight, he sprang from the carriage, hurried toward Aramis, grabbing his hands and apologizing profusely. He almost embraced him.

“What a challenge it is to enter the Bastille!” Aramis remarked.

“Is it as difficult for those sent here against their will as for those who come of their own accord?”

“A thousand pardons, my lord. How delighted I am to see your Grace!”

“Hush! What are you thinking, my dear M. Baisemeaux? What might people think if they saw a bishop dressed as I am?”

“Forgive me, I forgot. Please, take this gentleman’s horse to the stables,” Baisemeaux called.

“No, no,” Aramis answered, “I have five thousand pistoles in the saddle-bags.”

The governor’s face lit up with such joy that, had the prisoners seen him, they might have believed a royal prince had arrived.

“Yes, you’re right. The horse will be brought to the government house. Will you join me in the carriage, my dear M. d’Herblay? It will take us to my residence.”

“Ride in a carriage just to cross a courtyard? Do you think I’m such a great invalid?”

“No, no, we’ll walk.”

Baisemeaux offered his arm, but the prelate declined. They made their way to the government house, Baisemeaux rubbing his hands and glancing at the horse, while Aramis took in the bare, austere walls. A fairly handsome vestibule and a white stone staircase led up to the governor’s quarters. They passed through the anteroom and dining room, where breakfast was being prepared, before Baisemeaux opened a small side door and showed his guest into a spacious cabinet. The windows looked out over the courtyard and stables at an angle.

Baisemeaux settled the prelate in with a warmth and care that only a truly good or grateful man could show. He arranged an armchair, footstool, and a table for Aramis to rest his hand—all prepared by the governor himself. With great care, he placed the bag of gold on the table, which a soldier had brought in with utmost respect. Once the soldier had left, Baisemeaux closed the door, drew aside one window curtain, and looked earnestly at Aramis, checking if he needed anything more.

“Well, my lord,” he said, still standing, “of all men of their word, you are the most punctual.”

“In business, dear M. de Baisemeaux, punctuality isn’t just a virtue; it’s a duty.”

“Yes, in business of course; but in this case, it’s a service you’re doing for me.”

“Come now, admit it, M. de Baisemeaux, that despite your insistence on punctuality, you felt some anxiety.”

“About your health, yes,” Baisemeaux stammered.

“I wished to come yesterday, but I was too tired,” Aramis continued. Baisemeaux anxiously slipped another cushion behind his guest’s back.

“However,” Aramis added, “I had promised myself to visit you today, early in the morning.”

“You are truly very kind, my lord.”

“And I believe I was fortunate to be punctual.”

“How do you mean?”

“You were about to leave.” At this, Baisemeaux flushed and admitted, “It’s true, I was going out.”

“So I must be delaying you,” Aramis said, causing Baisemeaux’s discomfort to deepen.

“I’m inconveniencing you,” he continued, giving the governor a searching look. “Had I known, I wouldn’t have come.”

“How could your lordship believe you could ever inconvenience me?”

“Admit it—you were going in search of money.”

“No,” Baisemeaux stammered, “no! I assure you, I was going to—”

“Is the governor still planning to visit M. Fouquet?” the major suddenly called from below.

Baisemeaux rushed to the window in a panic. “No, no!” he shouted in desperation. “Who is talking about M. Fouquet?”

“Are you drunk down there? Why am I being interrupted on important business?”

“You were going to M. Fouquet’s,” Aramis said quietly, biting his lip. “To M. Fouquet, the abbe, or the superintendent?”

Baisemeaux hesitated—almost about to lie, but couldn’t. “To the superintendent,” he admitted.

“So you really did need money, since you were going to the man who dispenses it!”

“I assure you, my lord—”

“Were you afraid?”

“My dear lord, the uncertainty and not knowing where you could be found worried me.”

“You could have found the money you need with M. Fouquet, as he always has an open hand.”

“I swear, I would never have dared ask M. Fouquet for money. I only wanted to ask for your address.”

“To ask M. Fouquet for my address?” Aramis echoed in surprise.

“Yes,” Baisemeaux replied, unsettled by the prelate’s piercing look. “At M. Fouquet’s, certainly.”

“There’s nothing wrong with that, my dear M. Baisemeaux, but let me ask: why go to M. Fouquet for my address, specifically?”

“Oh!” Baisemeaux exclaimed, “because Belle-Isle is M. Fouquet’s property, and it’s in the diocese of Vannes, where you are bishop—”

“But, my dear Baisemeaux, if you knew I was bishop of Vannes, there was no need to ask M. Fouquet for my address.”

“Well, monsieur,” Baisemeaux stammered, “if I was indiscreet, I sincerely apologize.”

“Nonsense,” Aramis replied calmly. “How could you have been indiscreet?” As he smiled warmly, Aramis thought to himself how odd it was that Baisemeaux, not knowing his address, still knew he lived in Vannes. “I’ll learn the reason for this,” he decided. Speaking aloud again, he said, “Now, my dear governor, shall we settle our little accounts?”

“I am at your service, my lord. May I first invite you to honor me by having breakfast with me as usual?”

“Very willingly.”

“Excellent,” Baisemeaux replied, striking the bell three times.

“What does that mean?” Aramis asked.

“It means I have company for breakfast and want everything prepared accordingly.”

“And you rang three times. Really, my dear governor, you’re starting to be too formal with me.”

“Not at all. The least I can do is to welcome you properly.”

“But why go to so much trouble?”

“Because not even a prince could have done for me what you did.”

“Nonsense! Nonsense!”

“I assure you—”

“Let’s talk of something else,” Aramis said. “Or better, tell me how you’re doing here.”

“Not too well, I’m afraid.”

“The devil! Mazarin wasn’t strict enough.”

“Yes, I see; you prefer a highly suspicious regime, like the old cardinal’s.”

“Exactly; things ran better under him. The brother of his ‘gray eminence’ made a fortune here.”

“Believe me, my dear governor,” Aramis said, leaning toward Baisemeaux, “a young king is worth more than an old cardinal. Youth is just as suspicious, as quick-tempered, and prejudiced as old age is full of hatreds, caution, and fears. Have you settled your three years’ profits with Louvidre and Tremblay?”

“Absolutely.”

“So you owe them nothing now except the fifty thousand francs I’ve brought?”

“Nothing at all.”

“Have you managed to save anything?”

“My lord, by giving those fifty thousand francs of my own to these gentlemen, I assure you I have parted with my all. I said as much to M. d’Artagnan last night.”

“Ah!” Aramis said. His eyes flashed for a moment before regaining their usual calm. “So you saw my old friend D’Artagnan; how is he?”

“Perfectly well.”

“And what did you tell him, Monsieur de Baisemeaux?”

“I told him,” the governor continued, not realizing his own indiscretion, “that I feed my prisoners too well.”

“How many do you have?” Aramis asked, sounding uninterested.

“Sixty.”

“Well, that’s a fair number.”

“In former times, my lord, I had as many as two hundred some years.”

“Still, sixty isn’t bad.”

“Maybe not, but for me, each prisoner should bring in two hundred and fifty pistoles. As an example, I charge fifty francs a day for a prince of the blood.”

“But, I assume, you have no princes of the blood, do you?” Aramis asked, his voice trembling slightly.

“No, thank heaven!—I mean, no, unfortunately.”

“What do you mean by ‘unfortunately’?”

“Because it would make my position more important. Anyway, fifty francs per day for a prince of the blood, thirty-six for a marshal of France—”

“But I suppose you have as many marshals of France as you do princes of the blood?”

“Alas! No more. It’s true that lieutenant-generals and brigadiers pay twenty-six francs, and I have two of those.”

Then, the councilors of parliament arrived, bringing fifteen francs each, with me keeping six.

“I didn’t know councilors were so generous,” Aramis remarked.

“Yes, but out of those fifteen francs, I immediately lose five—three for an ordinary judge and two for a clergyman.”

“And you say you have seven left? Not bad.”

“Not at all; it’s a poor situation. How am I to treat people of some standing any differently from a parliament councilor?”

“You’re right; I don’t see any difference worth five francs between them.”

“Exactly. If I buy a fine fish, it costs four or five francs; a good fowl is a franc and a half. I raise a lot of poultry, but must buy grain, and you wouldn’t believe the army of rats that plague the place.”

“Why not get a few cats to deal with them?”

“Cats! They may catch some, but I abandoned that idea when they started ruining my grain. Now, I’ve had English terriers sent over. But they’re greedy; they eat as much as a prisoner of the fifth order, not to mention the rabbits and fowls they catch.”

It was hard to say if Aramis was truly listening. His lowered eyes suggested attention, but the restless movements of his hand revealed he was lost in thought—deep in contemplation.

“As I was saying,” Baisemeaux continued, “a decent fowl costs me a franc and a half, a nice fish is four or five francs. We serve three meals a day here, and since the prisoners have nothing else to do, they’re always eating. So, a ten-franc prisoner costs me seven and a half francs.”

“But didn’t you say you treat those paying ten francs the same as those paying fifteen?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“Then you’re making seven and a half francs profit on those paying fifteen.”

“I have to make up for it somewhere,” Baisemeaux admitted, realizing the trap.

“You’re quite right, my dear governor. Do you have any who pay less than ten francs?”

“Oh, certainly! We have citizens and barristers who pay five francs.”

“Do they eat as well?”

“Absolutely. Of course, they don’t get fish or poultry, or fine wine at each meal, but they have a good dish for dinner three times a week.”

“Frankly, you’re something of a philanthropist, my dear governor. At this pace, you’ll ruin yourself.”

“No, no, listen. If the fifteen-franc man hasn’t finished his fowl, or the ten-franc man leaves half his dish, I send it to the five-franc fellow. It’s a treat for him, and one has to be charitable.”

“And what do you make from your five-franc prisoners?”

“A franc and a half.”

“Baisemeaux, you’re an honest man; I mean that sincerely.”

“Thank you, my lord. But I have a soft spot for the small tradesmen and bailiffs’ clerks at three francs.”

“They don’t often see Rhine carp or Channel sturgeon, I imagine.”

“But don’t the five-franc gentlemen sometimes leave leftovers?”

“Oh, my lord, don’t think me so stingy! I love giving a poor tradesman or clerk a piece of red partridge, a slice of venison, or a bit of truffled pie—dishes they’ve only dreamed of. These are the leftovers from the twenty-four-franc prisoners. At dessert, he’ll raise his glass and cry ‘Long live the King,’ blessing the Bastille. And with a couple of bottles of champagne costing just five sous, I make him cheerful every Sunday. Those people bless me and regret leaving the prison. I’ve noticed something quite telling: some prisoners, on release, find themselves back here almost immediately. Why, if not for the delights of my kitchen? It’s the truth.”

Aramis smiled incredulously.

“You’re smiling,” Baisemeaux noted.

“I am,” Aramis replied.

“I assure you, we have names written in our book three times in just two years.”

“I’ll have to see that for myself,” Aramis insisted.

“Well, I can show you, though it’s against the rules to show the registers to outsiders. But if you’d really like to see—”

“I would be delighted.”

“Very well,” Baisemeaux said, retrieving a large register from a cupboard. Aramis watched closely as he returned, placing the register on the table. He flipped through the pages, then stopped at the letter M. “Here,” he said, “Martinier, January 1659; Martinier, June 1660; Martinier, March 1661.”

“Mazarinades, and so on; you see, just a pretext. Men weren’t sent to the Bastille for making jokes about M. Mazarin. This one denounced himself just to be sent here.”

“And why?”

“Only to get back to my kitchen for three francs a day.”

“Three francs—poor man!”

“The poet, my lord, is on the lowest rung—same level as a tradesman or a bailiff’s clerk. But I must say, I save my little treats for those people.”

Aramis absently flipped through the register, eyes skimming the names without real interest.

“In 1661, you see,” Baisemeaux said, “there are eighty names; in 1659, the same.”

“Ah!” Aramis exclaimed. “Seldon; I recognize that name. Was it you who spoke of a certain young man?”

“Yes, a poor student who wrote—what’s the term for two rhymed Latin verses?”

“A distich.”

“Yes, that’s it.”

“Poor soul, all for a distich.”

“You know he wrote it against the Jesuits?”

“That’s harsh; the punishment seems severe. But don’t pity him; last year, you showed concern for him.”

“Yes, I did.”

“Well, since your influence carries weight here, my lord, I’ve treated him as a fifteen-franc prisoner ever since.”

“Just like this other,” Aramis said, pausing at a name that followed Martinier.

“Yes, the same as that one.”

“Is that Marchiali an Italian?” Aramis asked, indicating a name that caught his attention.

“Shh!” Baisemeaux replied.

“Why so secret?” Aramis said, clenching his pale hand. “I thought I’d already mentioned Marchiali to you.”

“No, this is the first time I’ve heard the name.”

“Maybe, but perhaps I spoke of him without giving the name.”

“Is he a repeat offender?” Aramis asked, forcing a smile.

“On the contrary, he’s very young.”

“Was his crime serious?”

“Unforgivable.”

“Did he murder someone?”

“Bah!”

“Commit arson, then?”

“Bah!”

“Slander someone?”

“No, no! It’s that he—” Baisemeaux leaned in and whispered, forming an ear-trumpet with his hands, “It’s that he dares to resemble the—”

“Yes, yes,” Aramis interrupted. “I remember now; you spoke of it last year. But it seemed a trivial crime.”

“Trivial, you say?”

“Or rather, so unintentional.”

“My lord, such a resemblance isn’t discovered by chance.”

“Well, truthfully, I’d forgotten all about it.”

“But, my dear host,” Aramis said, closing the register, “if I’m not mistaken, we’re being called.”

Baisemeaux took the register, quickly locked it away, and pocketed the key.

“Would you care for breakfast now?” he asked, “for you are right, breakfast is served.”

“Certainly, my dear governor,” Aramis replied, and they went into the dining room.




Chapter XXIV: The Breakfast at Monsieur de Baisemeaux’s

Aramis was usually temperate, but on this occasion, while still mindful of his health, he thoroughly enjoyed Baisemeaux’s breakfast, which was excellent in every way. Baisemeaux himself was in high spirits; the sight of the five thousand pistoles, which he glanced at from time to time, seemed to lift his mood. Occasionally, he looked at Aramis with deep gratitude, while Aramis, leaning back in his chair, sipped his wine appreciatively, exuding the air of a connoisseur.

“Let me never hear a single disparaging word about the fare at the Bastille,” he remarked, half-closing his eyes. “Prisoners who get to enjoy even half a bottle of Burgundy like this each day are truly fortunate.”

“All those boarded at fifteen francs drink it,” Baisemeaux replied. “It’s a very old Volnay.”

“Does that poor student, Seldon, get to drink such fine wine?”

“Oh, no!”

“I thought I heard you say he was boarded at fifteen francs.”

“Him? No, certainly not! A man who writes—distichs, I mean—at fifteen francs? Absolutely not! It’s his neighbor who pays that rate.”

“Which neighbor?”

“The other one, the second Bertaudière.”

“Forgive me, dear governor, but you speak in a code that requires quite a bit of study to understand.”

“Very true,” said the governor.

“Let me clarify: the second Bertaudiere is the person who occupies the second floor of the Bertaudiere tower.”

“So, Bertaudiere is the name of one of the Bastille’s towers? I think I recall hearing each tower has its own name. Where is this one you mean?”

“Look,” Baisemeaux said, moving to the window. “It’s that tower on the left—the second one.”

“Is the fifteen-franc prisoner there?”

“Yes.”

“For how long?”

“Seven or eight years, give or take.”

“What do you mean by ‘give or take’? Don’t you know the dates more precisely?”

“That was before my time, M. d’Herblay.”

“I would have thought Louviere or Tremblay would have told you.”

“The secrets of the Bastille are never handed over along with the keys to the governorship.”

“Indeed!”

“So the reason for his imprisonment is a mystery—a state secret.”

“Oh, no! I wouldn’t call it a state secret, just a secret—like everything else that goes on at the Bastille.”

“But,” Aramis interjected, “why do you speak more freely about Seldon than about second Bertaudiere?”

“Because, in my view, the crime of a man who writes a distich is far less serious than that of a man who simply resembles—”

“Yes, yes; I see what you mean. But don’t the turnkeys talk with your prisoners?”

“Of course.”

“And I suppose the prisoners all claim they’re innocent?”

“They always say that; it’s the same story, over and over.”

“But doesn’t the resemblance you mentioned attract the turnkeys’ attention?”

“My dear M. d’Herblay, only those with ties to the court, like yourself, care about such things.”

“You’re right, you’re right, my dear M. Baisemeaux. Allow me to pour you some more of this Volnay.”

“Not just a taste—a full glass; and fill yours as well.”

“You remain a musketeer to the very tips of your fingers, while I have become a bishop. A taste for me; a glass for you.”

“As you wish.” Aramis and the governor exchanged nods before sipping their wine. “But,” Aramis said, his gaze fixed intently on the ruby-red liquid he held up, as if he wanted to savor it with every sense at once, “what you might call a resemblance, another might not notice at all.”

“Certainly, anyone who knows the person in question would see it.”

“I truly believe, dear M. Baisemeaux, that this resemblance only exists in your mind.”

“Upon my honor, that is not so.”

“Wait,” Aramis continued. “I have seen many people with a striking resemblance to the gentleman we’re discussing; yet, out of discretion, no one has ever mentioned it.”

“That may be, but there are degrees of resemblance. This one is obvious, and if you saw him, I’m sure you’d agree.”

“If I were to see him, perhaps,” Aramis replied with a dismissive tone, “but I doubt I ever shall.”

“Why not?”

“Because if I ever set foot in one of those horrible dungeons, I’d feel as if I were buried alive.”

“No, no; the cells are quite livable.”

“I really do not, and cannot, believe that, and that’s a fact.”

“Please, don’t speak ill of the second Bertaudiere.”

The room is quite comfortable, well-furnished, and carpeted. The young man hasn’t been unhappy there; in fact, he’s had the best accommodations the Bastille can offer. There’s an opportunity for you.

“Nay, nay,” Aramis replied coolly. “You’ll never convince me that there are any good rooms in the Bastille. Your carpets exist only in your imagination. All I would find are spiders, rats, and maybe even toads.”

“Toads?” Baisemeaux exclaimed. “Yes, in the dungeons.”

“Ah! I’m not denying there are toads in the dungeons,” Baisemeaux replied.

“But—would you trust your own eyes?” he urged suddenly. “No, certainly not.”

“Not even to confirm the resemblance you deny, like the carpets?”

“Some ghost of a man, some shadow; an unhappy, dying wretch.”

“Nothing of the sort—he’s as lively and strong a young fellow as you could imagine.”

“Melancholy and ill-tempered, then?”

“Not at all; he’s quite cheerful and spirited.”

“Nonsense; you must be joking.”

“Will you come with me?” Baisemeaux asked.

“What for?”

“To visit the Bastille.”

“Why?”

“So you can see for yourself—with your own eyes.”

“But the regulations?”

“Forget them. Today my major is on leave; the lieutenant is out inspecting the bastions. We are completely in charge.”

“No, no, my dear governor; just the idea of those bolts makes me shudder. You might as well lock me up in the second or fourth Bertaudiere, and then—”

“You’re turning down an opportunity that may never come again. Do you know that some of the princes of the blood have offered me as much as fifty thousand francs for what I’m offering you for free?”

“Really!”

“He must be worth seeing, then?”

“Forbidden fruit, my lord; forbidden fruit. You, of all people, should appreciate that, being a churchman.”

“Well, if I were curious, it would be to see the poor author of the distich.”

“Very well, we shall see him too; but if I were curious, it would be about the beautifully carpeted room and its occupant.”

“Furniture is quite ordinary, and a face with no expression doesn’t interest me.”

“But a boarder at fifteen francs is always worth note.”

“By the way, I forgot to ask—why fifteen francs for him but only three for poor Seldon?”

“The difference was a truly noble gesture, showing the king’s generosity.”

“The king’s, you say?”

“The cardinal’s, I meant. ‘This unfortunate man,’ said M. Mazarin, ‘is destined to remain in prison forever.’”

“Why is that?”

“It seems his offense is a lasting one; so his punishment must be lasting as well.”

“Lasting?”

“Without a doubt, unless he’s lucky enough to contract smallpox. Even that’s difficult here—rarely does any impure air get in.”

“Your reasoning is quite clever, my dear M. Baisemeaux.”

“Are you suggesting this man must suffer endlessly?”

“I didn’t say he was suffering, my lord; a fifteen-franc boarder doesn’t suffer.”

“Still, he is a prisoner, at the very least.”

“That’s true; there’s no avoiding that. But his suffering is lessened. You have to admit, this young man wasn’t born to enjoy the fine food he eats—like what we’re having now. This untouched pasty, these crawfish from the River Marne, as large as lobsters; all of it will soon be sent to the second Bertaudiere, along with a bottle of this excellent Volnay you enjoy so much. When you see it, you’ll have to agree.”

“Yes, my dear governor, certainly; but in all this, you forget about poor Seldon, my protégé.”

“To please you, I’ll make it a special day for him; he’ll get some biscuits and preserves, and a small bottle of port.”

“You’re a good-hearted man; I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again, my dear Baisemeaux.”

“Well, let’s go, then,” said the governor, slightly dazed, both by the wine he’d had and Aramis’s compliments.

“Just remember, I’m only coming to oblige you,” the prelate added.

“Of course, but you’ll thank me when we get there.”

“Let’s go, then.”

“One moment while I call the jailer,” Baisemeaux said, ringing the bell twice. At his summons, a man appeared.

“I’m going to visit the towers,” the governor announced.

“No guards, no drum, no noise at all.”

“If I didn’t know better,” Aramis said, feigning alarm, “I’d think you were locking me up for my own crimes.”

The jailer led, Aramis at his right. As the governor passed, soldiers in the courtyard stiffened at attention, like statues. Baisemeaux took them down several steps to a kind of esplanade. From there, they reached the drawbridge, where the sentinels greeted the governor with formal honors. Turning to Aramis, the governor spoke loudly enough for the sentinels to hear, “I trust you have a good memory, monsieur?”

“Why do you ask?” Aramis replied. “Is it because of your plans and measurements? You know that no one—not even architects—can go where the prisoners are, carrying paper, pens, or pencils.”

“Interesting,” Aramis mused to himself. “Now I’m considered an architect. D’Artagnan would find that amusing, as he once saw me as the engineer of Belle-Isle.” He added aloud, “Rest assured, monsieur; in our profession, a good look and a strong memory are all we need.”

Baisemeaux’s expression did not change, and the soldiers accepted Aramis for what he seemed. “Very well; we’ll first visit la Bertaudiere,” Baisemeaux said, still making sure the sentinels could hear him. Turning to the jailer, he said, “Be sure to deliver the treats I mentioned to No. 2.”

“Dear M. de Baisemeaux,” Aramis interjected, “you always forget about No. 3.”

“Ah, yes, I do,” replied the governor, and with that, they began their ascent. The number of bolts, grates, and locks securing this single courtyard could have protected an entire city. Aramis was neither imaginative nor particularly sensitive; though he had tried his hand at poetry in youth, his heart had grown hard and indifferent—like any man of fifty-five who has experienced passionate relationships with women throughout his life, or who has been the object of their affections.

But as he placed his foot on the worn stone steps, where so many wretched men had walked, he felt himself steeped in the heavy atmosphere of those gloomy dungeons, damp with the tears of countless prisoners. It was clear he was moved; his head bowed, and his eyes grew dim as he followed Baisemeaux in silence.




Chapter XXV: The Second Floor of la Bertaudiere

On the second flight of stairs, whether from fatigue or emotion, the visitor found himself out of breath, and he leaned against the wall. “Shall we start with this one?” Baisemeaux asked. “Since we’re visiting both, it hardly matters whether we go up to the third floor first or down to the second.”

“No, no,” Aramis replied eagerly, “let’s go higher, please; the one above is more urgent.” They continued their ascent. “Ask the jailer for the keys,” Aramis whispered.

Baisemeaux complied, took the keys, and personally unlocked the door to the third room. The jailer entered first, setting the provisions—what the kind-hearted governor called dainties—on the table before leaving. The prisoner remained motionless. Baisemeaux stepped inside while Aramis lingered at the threshold. From his position, he saw a young man, about eighteen years old, who, upon hearing the unusual noise, lifted his head and jumped off the bed. When he recognized the governor, he clasped his hands together and cried out, “My mother, my mother,” his voice filled with such profound distress that even Aramis, usually composed, felt a shiver go through him.

“My dear boy,” Baisemeaux said, trying to offer a reassuring smile, “I’ve brought you something for your mind and your body—a distraction and a treat. This gentleman has come to take your measure, and here are some preserves for your dessert.”

“Oh, monsieur!” the young man exclaimed. “Keep me in solitude for a year, give me only bread and water for that time, but promise me that at the end of the year I can leave this place, that I can see my mother again.”

“But I heard you say your mother was very poor and that you were poorly housed when living with her. Here—upon my word!”

“If she was poor, monsieur, that’s all the more reason to send her only support back to her. Poorly housed with her? Oh, monsieur, anyone is well housed when they are free.”

“At any rate, since you admit you’ve done nothing but write that unfortunate distich—”

“But with no intent, I swear.”

“Punish me—cut off the hand that wrote it; I’ll manage with the other. Just restore my mother to me.”

“My boy,” Baisemeaux replied, “you know well that this isn’t in my power. All I can do is increase your rations, give you a glass of port wine now and then, and sneak you a biscuit between a couple of plates.”

“Heavens!” the young man cried, collapsing backward and rolling on the ground. Aramis, unable to bear the scene any longer, stepped back to the landing. “Unhappy, wretched man,” he murmured.

“Yes, monsieur, he is certainly very wretched,” the jailer agreed. “But it’s his parents’ fault.”

“How so?” Aramis asked.

“No doubt about it. Why did they let him learn Latin? Too much knowledge does harm.”

“Now, I, for instance, can neither read nor write, and so, I am not in prison.” Aramis regarded the man, who seemed to believe that being a jailer in the Bastille meant he could never be imprisoned himself. Baisemeaux, noticing the minimal impact of his advice and his port wine, left the dungeon feeling quite uneasy.

“You forgot to close the door,” the jailer pointed out.

“Ah, yes,” Baisemeaux replied, “here are the keys; you can do it.”

“I will try to get a pardon for that poor boy,” Aramis declared.

“And if you can’t,” Baisemeaux added, “at least arrange to put him on the ten-franc list—it would help both him and me.”

“If the other prisoner calls out for his mother like that,” Aramis remarked, “I’d rather not go in at all; I’ll just observe from outside.”

“Don’t worry about that, monsieur architect. The one we’re about to see is as gentle as a lamb; before he could call for his mother, he’d have to open his lips, and he never speaks.”

“Then let’s go in,” Aramis replied gloomily.

“Are you the architect of the prisons, monsieur?” the jailer inquired.

“I am.”

“It’s strange, then, that you’re not more used to this.”

Aramis realized he needed all his mental strength to avoid raising any suspicions. Baisemeaux, holding the keys, opened the door. “Stay outside,” he ordered the jailer, “and wait for us at the bottom of the steps.” The jailer complied and stepped back. Baisemeaux entered first, then opened the second door himself.

In the dim light coming through the iron-barred window, a handsome young man appeared. He was short, with closely cropped hair and a recently begun beard. He sat on a stool, his elbow resting on an armchair, his torso leaning against it. His rich black velvet clothes were draped over the bed, and he enjoyed the fresh air that reached him through a shirt made of fine cambric.

As the governor entered, the young man turned his head, showing indifference. But when he recognized Baisemeaux, he stood and greeted him politely. When his gaze fell on Aramis, lingering in the background, he trembled and grew pale. The hat he held slipped from his fingers and fell, as if his muscles had suddenly failed.

Baisemeaux, familiar with his prisoner, seemed oblivious to the turmoil Aramis felt. Carefully, he arranged the pasty and crawfish he had brought. So focused was he on his task that he didn’t notice his guest’s distress. When finished, he turned to the young prisoner, saying, “You look very well—are you?”

“Quite well, thank you, monsieur,” the young man replied. The sound of his voice nearly overwhelmed Aramis, and despite efforts to stay calm, he stepped closer, his eyes wide, lips trembling.

The movement was so noticeable that Baisemeaux, despite his preoccupation, observed it. “This gentleman is an architect here to inspect your chimney,” Baisemeaux said. “Does it smoke?”

“Never, monsieur.”

“You were just saying,” the governor continued, rubbing his hands, “that a man can’t be happy in prison; yet here is one who looks content. You have nothing to complain about, I hope?”

“Nothing at all.”

“Do you ever feel weary?” Aramis asked.

“Never.”

“Ha, ha,” Baisemeaux chuckled softly. “Was I right?”

“Well, my dear governor, it’s hard to deny the evidence. May I ask him any questions?”

“As many as you like.”

“Very well; please ask him if he knows why he is here.”

“This gentleman wishes me to ask,” Baisemeaux said, “if you know why you have been imprisoned?”

“No, monsieur,” the young man replied calmly. “I do not.”

“That’s hardly possible,” Aramis said, unable to contain himself. “If you truly didn’t know why you were here, you would be furious.”

“I was, during the early days of my imprisonment.”

“Why aren’t you angry now?”

“Because I have thought it over.”

“That’s strange,” Aramis remarked. “Isn’t that odd?” Baisemeaux added.

“May I ask, Monsieur, what thoughts have occupied your mind?”

“I believed that since I had committed no crime, Heaven would not punish me.”

“And what is a prison, then,” Aramis inquired, “if not a form of punishment?”

“Alas! I cannot say,” the young man replied. “All I can tell you now is quite the opposite of what I thought seven years ago.”

“From your words and your resignation, one might almost believe you have come to accept your imprisonment.”

“I endure it.”

“Surely, you do so with the hope of regaining your freedom one day?”

“I have no certainty; only hope—which grows weaker every day.”

“Still, why shouldn’t you be free again, since you have been before?”

“That is exactly why I don’t expect liberty,” the young man said. “Why would I have been imprisoned at all if I was ever meant to be released?”

“How old are you?”

“I do not know.”

“What is your name?”

“I have forgotten the one I was given.”

“Who are your parents?”

“I never knew them.”

“And those who raised you?”

“They never called me their son.”

“Did you ever love anyone before you came here?”

“I loved my nurse and my flowers.”

“Was that all?”

“I also loved my valet.”

“Do you regret your nurse and valet?”

“I wept greatly when they died.”

“Did they die while you were here, or before you arrived?”

“They died the evening before I was taken.”

“Both at the same time?”

“Yes, both at once.”

“How were you taken?”

“A man came for me, told me to get into a closed carriage, which was locked, then brought me here.”

“Would you recognize that man again?”

“He was masked.”

“Isn’t this an extraordinary tale?” Baisemeaux whispered to Aramis, who could hardly breathe. “It is indeed extraordinary,” he murmured. “But what’s more remarkable is that he’s never told me this much before.”

“Perhaps it’s because you’ve never asked him,” Aramis suggested.

“Perhaps,” Baisemeaux replied. “I don’t have much curiosity. Have you looked at the room?”

“It’s a nice one, isn’t it?”

“Very much so.”

“A carpet—”

“Beautiful.”

“I bet he had nothing like it before he arrived here.”

“I think so too.” Turning to the young man, he asked, “Do you remember being visited at any time by a strange lady or gentleman?”

“Yes, indeed; three times by a woman who always arrived in a carriage and entered with her face veiled. She unveiled only when we were alone.”

“You remember that woman?”

“Yes.”

“What did she say to you?”

The young man smiled sadly before responding. “She asked, as you just did, whether I was happy and if I was getting weary.”

“What did she do when she arrived and when she left?”

“She embraced me, held me, and kissed me.”

“Do you remember her?”

“Perfectly.”

“Would you recognize her if you saw her again?”

“Yes.”

A fleeting look of satisfaction crossed Aramis’s face. Just then, Baisemeaux heard the jailer coming. “Shall we go?” he asked hurriedly. Aramis, having likely learned what he needed, replied, “Whenever you like.”

The young man watched them prepare to leave and gave a respectful salute. Baisemeaux responded with a nod, while Aramis—perhaps moved by the sight of such misfortune—bowed deeply to the prisoner. They exited the room, and Baisemeaux closed the door behind them.

“Well,” Baisemeaux said as they descended the staircase, “what do you make of all this?”

“I’ve uncovered the secret, my dear governor,” Aramis replied.

“Bah! What secret?”

“A murder was committed in that house.”

“Nonsense.”

“Listen: the valet and nurse both died on the same day.”

“Well?”

“They died from poison. What do you think?”

“That’s certainly possible.”

“What? You believe that young man is an assassin?”

“Who said that? What makes you think that poor young fellow could be an assassin?”

“That’s just what I mean.”

“A crime was committed in his house,” Aramis explained. “That’s enough; maybe he saw the criminals, and they fear he might reveal something.”

“Good heavens! If I thought that—”

“Well?”

“I would increase the surveillance.”

“Oh, he doesn’t seem inclined to escape.”

“You don’t understand prisoners.”

“Does he have any books?”

“None; they’re forbidden by strict order of M. de Mazarin.”

“Do you still have the document?”

“Yes, my lord; would you like to see it while you get your cloak?”

“I would. I like looking at autographs.”

“Well, this one is as authentic as they come—only a single correction.”

“Ah, a correction! What is it?”

“It’s to a figure. At first, it said: ‘To be boarded at fifty francs.’”

“As for princes of the blood?”

“But the cardinal must have caught himself; he crossed out the zero and wrote a one in front of the five. But by the way—”

“What?”

“You haven’t mentioned the resemblance.”

“I haven’t, dear M. de Baisemeaux, for a very simple reason—because it doesn’t exist.”

“The devil it doesn’t.”

“Or, if it does exist, it’s only in your imagination. But supposing it did, I think you’d be very wise not to talk about it.”

“Really?”

“Louis XIV, the king—you understand—would be extremely displeased to hear that you were spreading the rumor that one of his subjects dares to look like him.”

“That’s true, quite true,” said Baisemeaux, clearly alarmed. “But I haven’t mentioned it to anyone but you, and you know, monseigneur, I trust you completely.”

“Oh, don’t worry.”

“Do you still want to see the note?”

“Certainly.”

As they talked, they returned to the governor’s quarters. Baisemeaux took a private register from a cupboard, similar to the one he had previously shown Aramis, but kept under lock. The key, part of a small bunch Baisemeaux always carried, opened it. He placed the book on the table, opened it to the letter “M,” and showed Aramis the following note in the observations column: “No books at any time; all linen and clothing of the finest quality to be provided; no exercise; always the same jailer; no communication with anyone. Musical instruments; every liberty and indulgence for his well-being; to be boarded at fifteen francs. M. de Baisemeaux may claim more if the fifteen francs are insufficient.”

“Ah,” said Baisemeaux, “now I think of it, I shall claim it.”

Aramis closed the book. “Yes,” he said, “it is indeed M. I know Mazarin’s handwriting well. Now, my dear governor,” he continued, as if this last matter had exhausted his interest, “let’s turn to our own little business.”

“Well, when do you want repayment? Name your terms.”

“There’s no need for a deadline; just give me a simple acknowledgment for one hundred and fifty thousand francs.”

“When do I pay?”

“When I require it; but you understand, I’ll only call for it when you do.”

“Oh, I’m fine with that,” Baisemeaux replied with a smile. “But I’ve already given you two receipts.”

“Which I’ll destroy now,” Aramis said, showing Baisemeaux the receipts before tearing them up. Moved by this display of trust, Baisemeaux promptly wrote an acknowledgment of the debt for one hundred and fifty thousand francs, payable at the prelate’s decision. Aramis, watching the governor’s pen closely, slipped the acknowledgment into his pocket without seeming to read it, putting Baisemeaux completely at ease.

“Now,” Aramis said, “you won’t mind if I take one of your prisoners, will you?”

“What do you mean?”

“By getting his pardon, of course.”

“Haven’t I already said how concerned I am for poor Seldon?”

“Yes, you have indeed.”

“Well?”

“That’s up to you; do as you wish. I see you have a generous heart and far reach.”

“Farewell, farewell.” With that, Aramis left, taking with him the governor’s best wishes.




Chapter XXVI: The Two Friends

At the very moment M. de Baisemeaux was showing Aramis the prisoners in the Bastille, a carriage pulled up at Madame de Belliere’s door. At that still early hour, a young woman stepped out, her head wrapped in a silk hood.

When the servants announced Madame Vanel to Madame de Belliere, the latter was engrossed in reading a letter, which she quickly tucked away. She had just finished her morning toilette, her maid still busy in the next room. At the sound of Marguerite Vanel’s name and footsteps, Madame de Belliere rushed to greet her. She sensed a peculiar brightness in her friend’s eyes—one that was neither the glow of health nor the sparkle of joy. Marguerite embraced her tightly, clasping her hands, barely allowing her a moment to respond.

“Dearest,” she exclaimed, “have you forgotten me?”

“Have you completely surrendered yourself to the pleasures of the court?”

“I haven’t even attended the marriage festivities.”

“What are you doing with yourself, then?”

“I’m preparing to leave for Belliere.”

“For Belliere?”

“Yes.”

“You’re becoming quite rustic in your tastes; it’s delightful to see you this way. But you look pale.”

“No, I’m perfectly well.”

“That’s a relief; I was starting to worry about you. You don’t know what I’ve heard.”

“People say so many things.”

“Yes, but this is rather unusual.”

“How well you know how to stir up curiosity, Marguerite.”

“Well, I was afraid of upsetting you.”

“Never; you’ve always admired my calm demeanor.”

“Then, it’s said that—no, I can’t bring myself to tell you.”

“Let’s not dwell on it, then,” said Madame de Belliere, sensing the underlying tension masked by all the preambles, yet feeling an intense curiosity about the matter.

“Well, my dear marquise, it’s been said that for some time now, you no longer seem to regret Monsieur de Belliere as you once did.”

“That’s a malicious rumor, Marguerite. I do regret my husband, and I always will; but it’s been two years since he passed. I’m only twenty-eight, and my grief shouldn’t dictate every action and thought in my life.”

“You, Marguerite, the epitome of a devoted wife, wouldn’t believe me if I said it.”

“Why not? Your heart is so soft and yielding,” she replied, a hint of spite in her tone.

“Yours is just as tender, Marguerite, yet I didn’t see you succumb to grief when your heart was broken.”

Her words pointedly referenced Marguerite’s recent split with the superintendent, serving as a veiled reproach aimed at her friend’s emotions. As if waiting for the perfect moment to strike, Marguerite shot back, “Well, Elise, I hear you’re in love.” She fixed her gaze on Madame de Belliere, who blushed despite herself.

“Women can never escape gossip,” the marquise replied after a brief pause.

“No one is gossiping about you, Elise.”

“What? People say I’m in love, and that’s not gossip?”

“First of all, if it’s true, it’s not gossip; it’s merely a scandalous rumor.”

“Now, as I was saying before you interrupted me, the public does not claim that you have succumbed to this passion. On the contrary, they portray you as a virtuous yet loving woman, fiercely defending yourself with claws and teeth, retreating into your home like a fortress. In every other respect, you are as impenetrable as Danae, despite the fact that her tower was made of brass.”

“You are quite the wit, Marguerite,” Madame de Belliere replied, her irritation evident.

“You always flatter me, Elise. Nevertheless, you are said to be incorruptible and unapproachable. You seem uncertain whether the world is slandering you or not. But tell me, what are you pondering while I speak?”

“I?”

“Yes, you are blushing and not answering me.”

“I was trying,” the marquise said, raising her beautiful eyes, now sparkling with a hint of rising temper, “to understand what you could possibly mean by comparing me to Danae, given your extensive knowledge of mythology.”

“You were trying to figure that out?” Marguerite laughed. “Do you not recall that at the convent, when we were solving our arithmetic problems—ah!”

“What I have to share is also learned, but now it’s my turn—do you not recall that if one of the terms is given, we are to deduce the other? So, do you guess now?”

“I cannot fathom what you mean.”

“And yet, nothing could be simpler. You suggest that I am in love, do you not?”

“That is the word on the street.”

“Very well; it’s not said that I am in love with an abstraction. Surely, a name must be mentioned in this gossip.”

“Indeed, a name is mentioned.”

“Then it’s no surprise that I would attempt to guess this name, since you refuse to reveal it.”

“My dear marquise, when I saw you blush, I didn’t think you would need much time to speculate.”

“It was the word ‘Danae’ that caught me off guard. Danae means a shower of gold, does it not?”

“Precisely; Jupiter transformed himself into a shower of gold for her.”

“My lover, then—the one you imply is mine—”

“I beg your pardon; I am your friend and assign you no one.”

“That may be true, but those who harbor ill will towards me…”

“Do you wish to hear the name?”

“I have been waiting half an hour for it.”

“Very well, you shall hear it. Do not be shocked; he is a man of great power.”

“Good,” said the marquise, clenching her hands like a patient bracing for the knife.

“He is an exceedingly wealthy man,” Marguerite continued. “In fact, he might be the wealthiest of them all. In short, it is—”

The marquise closed her eyes for a moment. “It is the Duke of Buckingham,” Marguerite exclaimed, bursting into laughter. This clever deception had been executed with remarkable skill; the name spoken, rather than the one the marquise had anticipated, struck her with the same shock as the poorly sharpened axes that had left Messieurs de Chalais and de Thou alive but mutilated on the scaffold. However, she quickly regained her composure and remarked, “I was absolutely right to say you are a witty woman, for you certainly know how to make the time pass most agreeably. This jest is quite amusing, especially since I have never seen the Duke of Buckingham.”

“Never?” Marguerite replied, stifling her laughter.

“I haven’t even left my house since the duke arrived in Paris.”

“Oh!” Madame Vanel exclaimed, extending her foot toward a piece of paper lying on the carpet near the window. “It’s not necessary for people to see each other when they can write.” The marquise felt a tremor run through her; the paper was the envelope of the letter she had been reading when her friend entered, sealed with the superintendent’s arms. Leaning back on the sofa, Madame de Belliere covered the paper with the thick folds of her silk dress, concealing it.

“Come now, Marguerite, did you come to see me this early just to discuss those silly rumors?”

“No; I came to see you, first and foremost, and to reminisce about the delightful habits of our earlier days—those times when we would wander together at Vincennes, sitting beneath an oak or in some sylvan shade, talking about those we loved and who loved us.”

“Are you suggesting we go out together now?”

“My carriage is waiting, and I have three hours to spare.”

“I’m not dressed yet, Marguerite. But if you want to talk, we can find beautiful trees, shady groves, and a green lawn covered with daisies and violets in my own garden. The fragrance reaches us even from here.”

“I regret your refusal, dear marquise, for I wanted to pour my heart out to you.”

“I assure you, Marguerite, my heart is yours just as much in this room or beneath the lime trees in the garden as it would be under the oaks in the woods.”

“It’s not the same for me. As we approach Vincennes, my fervent aspirations draw closer to the object of my thoughts these past few days.”

The marquise suddenly lifted her head. “Are you surprised that I’m still thinking of Saint-Mande?”

“Saint-Mande?” Madame de Belliere exclaimed, and their gazes clashed like two unsheathed swords.

“You, so proud!” the marquise said disdainfully.

“I am so proud!” replied Madame Vanel. “It’s simply my nature. I cannot forgive neglect—I cannot tolerate infidelity. When I leave someone who mourns my absence, I still feel compelled to love him; but when others abandon me and mock their betrayal, my love becomes a frenzy.”

Madame de Belliere couldn’t help but react, a flicker of surprise crossing her face.

“She’s jealous,” Marguerite thought to herself.

“So,” the marquise continued, “you are quite taken with the Duke of Buckingham—I mean, with M. “Fouquet?” Elise felt the weight of the reference, and her heart seemed to freeze.

“And you wanted to go to Vincennes—or even to Saint-Mandé?”

“I can hardly say what I wanted; perhaps you could have advised me.”

“In what way?”

“You’ve often offered your guidance.”

“I certainly wouldn’t have done so in this case, for I don’t forgive as you do. I may be less loving; once my heart is wounded, it stays that way.”

“But M. Fouquet hasn’t harmed you,” Marguerite Vanel replied with utter simplicity.

“You know exactly what I mean. M. Fouquet has not harmed me; I bear no obligation or injury from him. However, you have every reason to be upset with him. You are my friend, and I fear my advice may not align with your wishes.”

“Ah! You’re jumping to conclusions.”

“The sighs you mentioned earlier speak volumes.”

“You overwhelm me,” the young woman replied suddenly, gathering her strength like a wrestler preparing for a final bout. “You focus solely on my flaws and weaknesses, ignoring my pure and generous feelings. If, at this moment, I feel an instinctive attraction toward the superintendent, or if I even make an overture to him—which I admit is quite likely—it’s because M. Fouquet’s fate weighs heavily on my heart. In my eyes, he is one of the most unfortunate men alive.”

“Ah!” the marquise exclaimed, placing her hand over her heart. “So something new has happened?”

“Are you not aware?”

“I know nothing of his situation,” Madame de Belliere said, her voice heavy with the anguish that halts thought and speech, even life itself. “To begin with, the king has completely withdrawn his favor from M. Fouquet. Fouquet has lost the king’s favor, and with it, his protection.”

“That’s quite a bold assertion,” Madame de Belliere replied, raising an eyebrow.

“Bold, but true,” Marguerite said, her laughter fading into a knowing smile. “The moment the plot at Belle-Isle was uncovered, it became painfully clear that M. Fouquet’s honor was no longer the issue at hand; it’s his very safety that’s at stake. Within three days, I fear, the downfall of the superintendent will be complete.”

“Hold on,” the marquise interjected, a hint of amusement in her tone. “That seems rather hasty.”

“I gave it three days out of a desperate wish to cling to hope,” Marguerite admitted. “But in reality, I suspect the catastrophe will unfold within the next twenty-four hours.”

“And why is that?” Madame de Belliere asked, intrigued.

“For the simplest reason of all: M. Fouquet has lost the king’s favor, and with it, his protection.”

“Fouquet has no money left.”

“In matters of finance, my dear Marguerite, there are those who may be broke today but can secure millions tomorrow.”

“That may have been true for M. Fouquet when he had two wealthy and resourceful friends who could gather funds from every conceivable source. But those friends are gone.”

“Money doesn’t disappear, Marguerite; it may be hidden, but it can always be sought out, purchased, and rediscovered.”

“You have such an optimistic view, and perhaps that’s a blessing for you. It’s truly unfortunate that you’re not M. Fouquet’s Egeria; you could guide him to the source of the millions the king demanded yesterday.”

“Millions!” the marquise exclaimed, her voice tinged with panic. “Four—an even number.”

“Outrageous!” Madame de Belliere murmured, tormented by her friend’s relentless glee.

“M. Fouquet, I would guess, must have at least four million,” she replied, her voice steady.

“If he has what the king demands today,” Marguerite added, “he may not have what the king will require in a month.”

“The king will certainly extract more money from him, then?”

“Without a doubt. That’s why I believe M. Fouquet’s downfall is inevitable. His pride will compel him to provide the funds, but once he has nothing left, he will collapse.”

“That’s true,” said the marquise, her voice trembling. “It’s a daring plan. But tell me, does M. Colbert truly despise M. Fouquet?”

“I believe he simply does not like him.”

M. Colbert is a formidable figure; he grows more impressive with closer acquaintance. He possesses grand ideas, a strong will, and a keen sense of discretion; he is destined to rise.

“Will he become superintendent?”

“It’s likely. That’s why, my dear marquise, I feel a certain sympathy for that unfortunate man, who once loved me deeply—perhaps even adored me. When I see him in such distress, I find it in my heart to forgive his infidelity, which I suspect he also regrets. Moreover, I would not have hesitated to offer him some consolation or wise counsel; he would have understood my actions and thought kindly of me for them. After all, it’s gratifying to be loved. Men tend to value love more when they’re no longer blinded by its allure.”

The marquise, bewildered and shaken by these calculated and cruel remarks, struggled to find a response. It was as if she had lost all ability to think clearly. Her treacherous friend spoke with a tone of feigned affection, presenting herself as a woman while masking the instincts of a predator.

“Well,” said Madame de Belliere, harboring a faint hope that Marguerite might relent and stop tormenting a defeated foe, “why don’t you go and see M. Fouquet?”

“Indeed, marquise, you’ve given me something to ponder. No, it wouldn’t be proper for me to take the initiative. M. Fouquet undoubtedly cares for me, but his pride is too great. I cannot risk facing an insult…”

“Besides, I have my husband to consider. You tell me nothing? Very well, I shall consult M. Colbert on the matter.” Marguerite rose with a smile, as if to take her leave, but the marquise lacked the strength to mirror her demeanor. Marguerite took a few steps forward, savoring the humiliating sorrow that enveloped her rival, then suddenly asked, “Aren’t you going to see me to the door?”

The marquise stood up, pale and nearly lifeless, her mind drifting from the envelope that had so captivated her attention at the start of their conversation. As she moved, the envelope slipped into view. She opened the door to her oratory, not even glancing back at Marguerite Vanel, and stepped inside, closing the door behind her.

Marguerite muttered a few words that Madame de Belliere didn’t even catch. However, as soon as the marquise disappeared, her envious rival couldn’t resist the urge to confirm her suspicions. She crept forward like a panther and snatched the envelope. “Ah!” she hissed, gnashing her teeth, “it was indeed a letter from M. Fouquet that she was reading when I arrived.” With that, she darted out of the room.

Meanwhile, the marquise, having reached the sanctuary of her door, felt her strength ebbing away. For a moment, she stood rigid, pale, and motionless like a statue. Then, as if shaken by an earthquake, she tottered and collapsed onto the carpet. The sound of her fall echoed just as Marguerite’s carriage rolled away from the hotel.




Chapter XXVII: Madame de Belliere’s Plate

The blow had struck her with an unexpected force, leaving the marquise reeling. It took her some time to regain her composure, but once she did, her thoughts turned to the events that had been so callously revealed to her. Determined, she ventured back into the dark labyrinth of ideas that her unyielding friend had compelled her to explore. Treachery—veiled threats disguised as concern for the public good—these were the tactics employed by Colbert.

A detestable pleasure in the impending downfall, relentless efforts to achieve this goal, and methods of seduction as wicked as the crime itself—these were the weapons Marguerite wielded. The twisted logic of Descartes prevailed; a man devoid of compassion was paired with a woman lacking a heart. The marquise recognized, with sorrow rather than anger, that the king was complicit in the scheme that revealed Louis XIII’s duplicity in his later years, alongside Mazarin’s greed at a time when he had yet to indulge in the riches of France. But the spirit of this courageous woman quickly regained its strength, no longer bogged down by self-pity. The marquise was not one to weep when action was required, nor did she waste time lamenting a misfortune as long as there were still ways to alleviate it.

For several minutes, she buried her face in her cold fingers. When she finally raised her head, she rang for her attendants with a steady hand, her gesture revealing a firm determination. Her resolution was set.

“Is everything prepared for my departure?” she asked one of her female attendants who entered the room.

“Yes, madame, but it was not expected that you would leave for Belliere for the next few days.”

“All my jewels and valuables are packed, then?”

“Yes, madame, but we usually leave them in Paris. You don’t typically take your jewels with you to the country.”

“But they’re all in order, you say?”

“Yes, in your own room.”

“And the gold plate?”

“In the chest.”

“And the silver plate?”

“In the large oak closet.”

The marquise fell silent for a moment before calmly saying, “Have my goldsmith sent for.”

Her attendants left the room to carry out her order. Meanwhile, the marquise entered her own chamber, inspecting her casket of jewels with great care.

Never before had she paid such close attention to the treasures that women so often cherished. Until now, she had only regarded her jewels to select them based on their settings or colors. But this time, she marveled at the size of the rubies and the brilliance of the diamonds. She lamented every blemish and defect, finding the gold dull and the stones lackluster.

When the goldsmith entered, he found her lost in thought.

“M. Faucheux,” she said, “I believe you provided me with my gold service?”

“I did, your ladyship.”

“I can’t recall the total of the account.”

“Are you referring to the new service, madame, or the one that M. de Belliere gifted you on your wedding?”

“For I have provided both.”

“First, let’s discuss the new set.”

“The covers, the goblets, the dishes with their covers, the eau-epergne, the ice pails, the preserve dishes, and the tea and coffee urns—all of it cost your ladyship sixty thousand francs.”

“Is that all?”

“Your ladyship found the account rather steep.”

“Yes, I recall it was quite expensive; but I assume that’s due to the craftsmanship?”

“Yes, madame; the designs and the chasings—all new patterns.”

“What portion of the cost is attributed to the craftsmanship? Please, don’t hold back.”

“A third of its value, madame.”

“And what about the other service, the old one that belonged to my husband?”

“Yes, madame; it has less craftsmanship than the new set. Its intrinsic value does not exceed thirty thousand francs.”

“Thirty thousand,” the marquise murmured. “But, M. Faucheux, there is also the service that belonged to my mother—the entire collection of massive plate that I chose not to part with due to the memories it holds.”

“Ah, madame, that would indeed be a valuable resource for those who, unlike your ladyship, might not be in a position to keep their plate.”

“In pursuit of that, they crafted their pieces in solid metal. However, that style has fallen out of favor. Its only advantage is its weight.”

“That’s all that matters to me. How much does it weigh?”

“At the very least, fifty thousand livres. I’m not even referring to the enormous vases for the buffet, which weigh five thousand livres each, or ten thousand for the pair.”

“One hundred and thirty,” the marquise murmured. “You’re certain of your figures, Monsieur?”

“Faucheux?”

“The amount is recorded in my books. Your ladyship is quite methodical, I must say.”

“Let’s move on to another topic,” Madame de Belliere suggested, opening one of her jewel boxes.

“I recognize these emeralds,” M. Faucheux remarked. “I was the one who set them. They are the finest in the entire court. No, I misspoke; Madame de Chatillon possesses the most exquisite set, gifted to her by the Messieurs de Guise. But your set, madame, comes in a close second.”

“What are they worth?”

“Mounted?”

“No, I mean if I were to sell them.”

“I know exactly who would be interested in buying them,” M. Faucheux exclaimed.

Faucheux. “That’s exactly what I’m asking. They could be sold, then?”

“Every one of your jewels could be sold, madame. It’s widely known that you own the most exquisite jewels in Paris. Your tastes are consistent; when you make a purchase, it’s always the finest, and you never part with what you acquire.”

“And what about these emeralds? What could they fetch?”

“A hundred and thirty thousand francs.”

The marquise noted the amount the jeweler had mentioned in her tablet.

“And the ruby necklace?” she inquired.

“Are those balas rubies, madame?”

“Indeed, they are.”

“They’re stunning—absolutely magnificent. I had no idea your ladyship possessed such exquisite stones.”

“What




Chapter XXVIII: The Dowry

Monsieur Faucheux’s horses were sturdy animals, with heavy knees and legs that made travel laborious. Like the carriage, they belonged to a former time. They were not as fast as M. Fouquet’s English horses, so the journey to Saint-Mande took a full two hours. Their movement could best be described as stately—though true grandeur is rarely swift. The marquise brought the carriage to a stop at the familiar door, which she had seen only once before, on an occasion as painful as the one now bringing her back.

She produced a key from her pocket, fit it into the lock, and opened the door, which swung soundlessly at her touch. She told the clerk to carry the chest upstairs to the first floor. It was so heavy he had to call for the coachman’s help. Together, they placed it in a small cabinet—more like an anteroom or boudoir—connected to the parlor where we had previously seen M. Fouquet at the marquise’s feet. Madame de Belliere handed the coachman a louis, smiled kindly at the clerk, and dismissed them both. When she’d closed the door behind them, she found herself alone and secluded.

There were no servants present, yet everything was arranged as if an invisible attendant had anticipated the arrival of a guest. The fire was prepared, candles glowed in the candelabra, refreshments stood ready on the table, books were scattered around, and vases brimmed with fresh-cut flowers. The atmosphere was nearly magical. The marquise lit the candles, inhaled the bouquet’s fragrance, and settled in a chair, soon lost in deep thought. Though her reflections were tinged with sorrow, they also contained a trace of hope. Before her lay a treasure—a fortune gathered from her own life, as a gleaner would pluck a blue cornflower from her bouquet.

She dreamed sweet possibilities. Her foremost wish, above all, was to find a way to give this money to M. Fouquet without him ever knowing their source. This idea came to her immediately. Yet, as she considered it, she realized how difficult it would be to achieve. Still, she hoped she would succeed. With this determination, she prepared to ring for M. Fouquet and made her escape, feeling happier than if she had found a million instead of giving one away. Yet as she stood there, taking in the boudoir, so daintily arranged that it seemed a servant must have just swept away the tiniest speck of dust, and the drawing-room so perfectly set that it seemed as if the mere presence of a guest had driven out whatever spirits had occupied it, she wondered if the eyes of someone displaced—whether spirit, elf, fairy, or human—had already noticed her.

To succeed, she knew decisive action was needed. The superintendent had to grasp the seriousness of his situation before he could be persuaded by the appeals of a woman. It would take the full charm of sincere friendship to win him, and if friendship failed, then the passionate commitment of devoted love might be required. After all, wasn’t the superintendent known for his delicacy and dignity? Would he really accept from any woman what she gave so willingly? Certainly not.

He would refuse—and if anyone’s voice could soften his resistance, it would be that of the woman he loved. A biting doubt struck Madame de Belliere, sharp as a dagger: Did he truly love her? Would that unpredictable mind and fickle heart ever settle, even briefly, on something as heavenly as an angel? Wasn’t it the same for Fouquet, whose brilliance and integrity were like those of great conquerors who grieve for their own triumphs? “I must discover the truth for myself,” the marquise determined.

“Who can say whether the heart I long for is not base in its desires, mixed with something impure? Who knows if, when tested, that mind might prove petty and ordinary? Enough!” she said. “This is too much self-doubt—let’s put it to the test.” She glanced at the clock. “It’s seven o’clock. He must have arrived; it’s time for him to sign his papers.”

With sudden, restless impatience, she got up and went to the mirror, managing a determined, devoted smile there. She pressed the bell’s spring. But then, as if drained by the struggle she had just endured, she sank to her knees before a large couch, hiding her face in trembling hands. Ten minutes later, the sound of the door opening reached her ears.

The door swung open on silent hinges, revealing Fouquet. He looked pale, burdened by the weight of bitter reflection. He didn’t hurry; he simply came in response to the summons, his steps measured. The depth of his distraction was remarkable—for a man so devoted to pleasure, for whom enjoyment was everything, to arrive with such apparent weariness. The previous night’s sorrowful thoughts had sharpened his features, usually touched by noble indifference, and etched deep lines of worry around his eyes. Although still distinguished and handsome, the pain visible on his lips—a rare expression in men—added an unfamiliar youthfulness to his face.

Dressed in black, his lace collar rumpled by restless hands, the superintendent’s gaze—thoughtful and distant—lingered at the threshold of the room he so often approached in pursuit of happiness. This gentle solemnity in his demeanor, this bittersweet smile in place of his old exuberance, stirred Madame de Belliere deeply as she watched him from afar. A woman’s eyes can decipher the face of the man she loves, reading every flicker of pride and every trace of suffering. It seems Heaven’s wisdom gives women deeper insight into men’s hearts, perhaps to balance their own vulnerability. Women may disguise their feelings from men, but no man can truly hide his heart from a woman. In one glance, the marquise understood the full weight of the superintendent’s sadness—she recognized the signs of a sleepless night and a day spent in pretense.

From that moment, she drew strength from herself, realizing her love for Fouquet was above all else. Rising, she approached him and said, “You wrote to me this morning, claiming you were beginning to forget me, and that I, not having seen you recently, had likely stopped thinking of you. I’ve come to correct that error, monsieur, and I know I am right because of something I see in your eyes.”

“What is that, madame?” Fouquet asked, surprised.

“That you have never loved me more than you do right now. Just as you can tell by the way I approach you that I haven’t forgotten you.”

“Oh! madame,” Fouquet cried, his face shining with sudden joy, “you are truly an angel—no one could ever doubt you. All a man can do is bow before you and beg your pardon.”

“Then you are forgiven,” said the marquise.

Fouquet was about to kneel before her. “No, no,” she said, “sit here beside me. Oh! what an unsettling thought just crossed your mind.”

“How do you know?” he asked, astonished.

“By the smile that briefly changed your face. Be honest—let’s have no secrets between friends.”

“Then tell me, madame, why have you been so cold these last three or four months?”

“Cold?” she replied, taken aback.

“Yes. Didn’t you forbid me to visit you?”

“Alas!” Madame de Belliere sighed. “Your visits brought you misfortune. My house is watched; the same eyes that saw you once could easily see you again. I believe it is safer for you if I come here, rather than you come to my home. And besides, you already have enough trouble without me adding to it.”

Fouquet shivered at her words, which awakened all the worries tied to his office—he who, moments earlier, had been lost in a lover’s hopes. “Unhappy?” he answered, trying to smile. “Really, marquise, you almost make me believe it, seeing how sad you are yourself.”

“Are your beautiful eyes looking at me only with pity? I hoped for a different look from you.”

“I am not the sad one, monsieur; look in the mirror and you will see it’s yourself.”

“It’s true I’m a little pale, marquise, but that’s only from overwork. The king demanded a very large sum from me yesterday.”

“Yes, four million; I know about it.”

“You know?” Fouquet exclaimed in surprise. “How did you hear? It was only after the queen left, and in front of just one other person, that the king—”

“You see, I do know; isn’t that enough? Now, please go on. The money the king asked you for—”

“You understand, marquise, that I had to find it, have it counted, and have it registered—it’s quite a complicated business. Since Monsieur de Mazarin died, managing finances has become stressful and involved. My administration is stretched thin, which is why I didn’t sleep all last night.”

“So you have the sum?” the marquise asked, anxiously.

“It would indeed be strange, Marquise,” answered Fouquet with a smile, “if the superintendent of finances didn’t have a mere four million in his accounts.”

“Yes, yes, I trust you already do or soon will.”

“What do you mean by saying I shall have them?”

“It wasn’t long ago you were asked for two million.”

“On the contrary, it seems like ages ago. But let’s not talk about money any longer.”

“No, we must continue, for this is why I came.”

“I really don’t see what you’re after,” said the superintendent, watching her with growing confusion. “Tell me, Monsieur, is the post of superintendent a permanent one?”

“You surprise me, Marchioness. You ask as though you have a stake in the answer.”

“It’s quite simple: I want to place some money with you, and I need to know if your situation is secure.”

“Truly, Marquise, I hardly know how to reply; I don’t understand what you’re getting at.”

“Seriously, dear M. Fouquet, I have funds that are making me uneasy. I am tired of investing in land and would rather trust my money to a friend who could make better use of it.”

“It’s not urgent, surely,” Fouquet replied.

“On the contrary, it is very urgent.”

“Well, we can discuss it another time.”

“Later isn’t good enough, for my money is here,” the Marquise insisted, pointing to the coffer. She opened it, revealing bundles of banknotes and piles of gold.

Fouquet, who had risen at the same moment as Madame de Belliere, stopped, lost in thought. Suddenly, he recoiled, his face ashen, and sank back into his chair, covering his face with his hands. “Madame, madame,” he murmured, “what must you think of me to make this offer?”

“Of you!” the marquise replied sharply. “Rather, what do you think of what I have done?”

“You bring me this money for my own use, and do it because you know the hardship I am in. Don’t deny it—I see it clearly. Can I not read your heart?”

“If you truly see my heart, then you know my heart is what I am offering.”

“So I guessed right,” Fouquet exclaimed. “And honestly, madame, I never gave you the right to insult me this way.”

“Insult you?” she replied, turning pale. “You must have a strange idea of pride!”

“You say you love me, yet for that, you want me to risk my reputation and honor. And though I offer you money that is truly mine, you refuse it.”

“Madame, you can defend what you call your reputation and honor. Leave me to protect my own. Let me fall, let me sink beneath the weight of all the enemies crushing me, under the mistakes I’ve made, and even under my remorse. But, for Heaven’s sake, don’t inflict this last anguish on me.”

“Not long ago, M. Fouquet, you made a mistake in judgment; now it’s a mistake of feeling.”

Fouquet pressed his clenched fist to his heart, struggling with emotion. “Crush me, madame; I have no answer for you.”

“I offered you my friendship, M. Fouquet.”

“Yes, madame, and you haven’t gone beyond that.”

“And in this act now, it is friendship again.”

“It is.”

“And you refuse this sign of my friendship?”

“I do refuse it.”

“Monsieur Fouquet, look at me,” the marquise said, her eyes filling with tears. “Now I offer you my love.”

“Oh, madame,” Fouquet said, “I have loved you for a long time. Women, like men, sometimes have a false sense of pride.”

For a long time, I loved you in secret. You have begged for my love on your knees, and I turned you away; I was blind, just as you were not long ago. But since love was what you wanted, it is love I now give you.

“Oh, madame, you overwhelm me with happiness.”

“Will you truly be happy if I am yours—completely?”

“It would be the greatest happiness of my life.”

“Then take me. If I sacrifice my prejudice for you, will you abandon your scruple for me?”

“Don’t tempt me.”

“Don’t deny me.”

“Think carefully about what you’re asking.”

“Fouquet, one word. If you say ‘No,’ I’ll open that door,” she said, gesturing to the door leading to the street, “and you’ll never see me again. But if you say ‘Yes,’ I am yours, wholly.”

“Elise!”

“Elise! And this coffer?”

“It is my dowry.”

“It is your ruin,” Fouquet cried, sifting through the gold and papers. “There must be a million here.”

“Yes, all my jewels. I don’t care for them if you don’t love me, and I don’t care for them if you love me as I love you.”

“This is too much,” Fouquet said, overwhelmed. “I give in, if only to honor your devotion. I accept this dowry.”

“And take the woman with it,” the marquise replied, falling into his embrace.




Chapter XXIX: Le Terrain de Dieu

While this was happening, Buckingham and De Wardes traveled together amicably from Paris to Calais. Buckingham hurried his departure, making a series of rapid farewells. He made his visits to Monsieur and Madame, the young queen, and the queen-dowager all at once—a precaution arranged by the queen-mother to spare him the awkwardness of a private meeting with Monsieur and to prevent another encounter with Madame. Their luggage had already gone ahead, and that evening, he left Paris in his traveling carriage with his entourage.

De Wardes, vexed at being so abruptly carried off by the Englishman, puzzled over how to escape the situation. But with no one to help him, he was left wrestling with his own bitter thoughts and sharp tongue. His confidants had, jokingly, pointed out the duke’s superiority. Others, less clever but wiser, reminded him of the king’s decree forbidding duels. Still more, out of kindness or patriotism, may have wanted to help but were unwilling to risk disgrace; at best, they might have reported the departure to ministers, worrying it could lead to a bloody affair. In the end, after much thought, De Wardes simply packed up, took two horses, and, with just one servant, joined Buckingham at the city gate, where his carriage was waiting.

The duke welcomed his adversary as he would an old friend, giving up the seat beside him, offering refreshments, and spreading a sable cloak across his knees that had been left on the front seat. They spoke of the court without mentioning Madame, of Monsieur without alluding to his family affairs, of the king without mentioning his brother’s wife, and of the queen-mother without reference to her daughter-in-law. They discussed the king of England without a word about his sister and talked of their affections without naming anyone who might be considered dangerous.

The journey, made in short stages, was thus very agreeable. Buckingham, nearly as French in wit and manners as any native, was pleased with his chosen companion.

They ate elegant meals, though modestly. They spent their hours trying out horses on the pretty meadows by the roadside, and went coursing, since Buckingham had brought his greyhounds. In this way they filled the pleasant hours. The duke resembled the beautiful Seine, which winds through France again and again before reaching the ocean. As he left France, it was the young woman he had adopted in Paris whom he grieved to leave behind; her memory was bittersweet, and every recollection brought regret. Therefore, whenever he fell into thought, De Wardes would respectfully let him be silent. This courtesy might have improved Buckingham’s regard for him, if not for the malicious look on De Wardes’ face and the insincere smile that always played on his lips. Instinctive dislikes are persistent; nothing truly calms them. Ashes may seem to hide the fire, but beneath, embers still burn fiercely.

Having exhausted every entertainment along the way, they reached Calais at the end of the sixth day. The duke’s staff had gone on ahead the night before, and had already hired a boat to reach the yacht, which had been visible all day—tacking out at sea or lounging with its white sails trailing whenever they drooped from the wind—all close enough to the jetty for a cannon shot. The boat was intended to take the duke’s belongings out to the yacht.

The horses were loaded onto the yacht, hoisted from the boat in special baskets designed to cushion their bodies and protect them from injury, even during panic or overexcitement. The soft support kept their coats smooth and unruffled. Eight baskets, lined up, took up the whole hold. It’s well known that horses, on short voyages, often refuse to eat and tremble constantly from fear, even with the finest feed offered—food they would devour on land.

He gradually transferred his whole retinue to the yacht, then was told all was ready and they awaited only him and the French gentleman to board. No one suspected the Frenchman’s purpose was anything but friendship with the duke. Buckingham gave orders for the captain to stand by, but with the sea calm and the prospect of a magnificent sunset, he decided not to embark until evening so he might enjoy a stroll by the water. He added that, with such fine company, he had no wish to hurry his departure.

As he spoke, he motioned to those with him and pointed out the magnificent scene in the sky. The horizon was deep blue, and a structure of fluffy clouds rose from the glowing sun up to the zenith, like a white mountain range with peak crowded behind peak. The cloud dome’s base glowed a ruby red, gradually fading through opal and pearl as one looked higher. The sea reflected this dazzling brilliance, its sparkling crest shining like diamonds in the light.

The air was mild, and the sea breeze—so cherished by thoughtful souls—came in from the east, bringing a cool relief. In the distance, the silhouette of the yacht stood out, its rigging dark against the growing purple of the sky. Around the horizon, other sails floated with their canvas set, like gull wings about to dive. It was a magnificent scene, worthy of admiration.

A group of curious onlookers followed at a distance behind the fashionably dressed servants, mistaking the steward and secretary for the master and his friend. Meanwhile, Buckingham, plainly clad in a grey satin vest and deep violet velvet doublet, with his hat pulled low and without ornament, went unnoticed—just as De Wardes, dressed in black like a lawyer, went unnoticed.

The duke’s attendants had been told to keep a boat ready at the jetty and to observe their master’s departure but not approach unless called by him or his companion. “No matter what happens,” he had especially warned, making his meaning clear.

After strolling a short way along the shore, Buckingham turned to De Wardes. “I think the time has come for us to part. The tide is coming in; in ten minutes the sand beneath our feet will be covered, and it will be harder to stand our ground.”

“I await your orders, my lord, but—”

“But, you mean, we are still on land that belongs to the king.”

“Exactly.”

“Do you see that little island over there, surrounded by a ring of water?”

The water is rising by the minute, and the island is shrinking. This islet belongs to Heaven alone, lying between two seas and not appearing on the king’s charts. Do you see it?”

“Yes, but now we can’t reach it without getting our feet wet.”

“Very true, but you see it’s still high enough that the tide only laps at the edges, leaving the top dry. We would be perfectly placed there, upon that little stage. What do you say?”

“I would be quite content wherever I have the honor of crossing swords with your lordship.”

“Well, then. I regret you may get your feet wet, M. de Wardes, but it’s important that you can tell the king: ‘Sire, I did not fight on your majesty’s territory.’ Maybe the distinction is subtle, but since Port-Royal, your nation favors such points.”

“Let’s not complain, however; they only make your wit shine, giving it a style all its own. If you don’t object, we should hurry, as the tide is coming in and night is near.”

“My reason for not walking faster is not to outpace your Grace. Are you still on dry land, my lord?”

“Yes, for now. Look there! My servants are so worried we might drown that they’ve turned the boat into a




Chapter XXXI: M. de Lorraine’s Jealousy

The Duc d’Orleans exclaimed with delight on seeing the Chevalier de Lorraine. “What luck!” he said. “By what happy chance do I find you here?”

“Did you truly disappear, as everyone claims?”

“Yes, monseigneur.”

“A whim, perhaps?”

“Me, act on whims with your highness? The respect—”

“Set respect aside; you disregard it daily. I absolve you. But tell me, why did you leave?”

“Because I believed I was no longer of any use to you.”

“Explain further.”

“Your highness surrounds yourself with people far more entertaining than I could ever be. I felt I didn’t have the strength to compete with them, so I chose to withdraw.”

“This excessive modesty shows a lack of common sense. Who are these people you can’t compete with? De Guiche?”

“I name no one.”

“This is absurd.”

“Does De Guiche annoy you?”

“I wouldn’t say that; but please, don’t press me about it. You know very well that De Guiche is one of our closest friends.”

“Then who is it?”

“Forgive me, monseigneur, but let’s not linger on this.” The chevalier understood curiosity is provoked much like thirst—by not satisfying it, or in other words, by refusing to explain.

“No, no,” the prince insisted. “I want to know why you left.”

“In that case, monseigneur, I’ll tell you, but please don’t be offended. I sensed my presence was unwelcome.”

“To whom?”

“To Madame.”

“What do you mean?” the duke asked, surprised. “It’s simple enough; Madame is likely jealous of the affection you show me.”

“Has she said this to you?”

“Madame hasn’t said a word to me, especially since a certain incident.”

“Since what incident?”

“Since the moment when M. de Guiche became more pleasing to her than I could be, and she now welcomes him at all hours.”

The duke blushed. “At all hours, chevalier? What do you mean by that?”

“You see, your highness, I’ve already upset you; I feared I would.”

“I’m not upset, but what you’re saying is rather shocking.”

“In what way does Madame prefer De Guiche over you?”

“I shall say no more,” replied the chevalier, bowing formally to the prince.

“On the contrary, I insist that you speak. If you stay silent, it must mean you are indeed jealous.”

“One cannot help but feel jealousy, monseigneur, when one is in love. Are you not jealous about Madame? Would you not feel a twinge if you saw someone always by her side, always favored? Friends are a lot like lovers.”

“Your Highness has sometimes honored me with the title of friend.”

“Yes, yes; but you used a phrase that is a little ambiguous. You have a talent for unlucky expressions.”

“What phrase, Monseigneur?”

“You said, ‘treated with great favor.’ What do you mean by ‘favor’?”

“Nothing could be simpler,” replied the chevalier, looking completely sincere. “For instance, when a husband notices his wife often calls for a particular man; when this man is always near her or waiting at her carriage door; when his bouquet matches the ribbons she wears; when music and supper parties are arranged in private rooms; when a sudden silence falls the moment the husband enters his wife’s quarters; and when the husband finds himself with the most devoted and kind of companions—who, just a week before, kept his distance—well, then—”

“Go on.”

“Then, Monseigneur, one might naturally feel some jealousy. But all these details hardly matter to our conversation.”

The duke looked visibly agitated, struggling to keep calm. “You still haven’t explained why you chose to leave. Earlier, you said it was out of fear of intruding. You even suggested you sensed Madame encouraging De Guiche.”

“Forgive me, Monseigneur, but I didn’t say that.”

“You did, in fact.”

“Well, if I did, I meant nothing disrespectful by it.”

“Regardless, you noticed something.”

“You put me in a difficult spot, Monseigneur.”

“What does that matter? Just answer me. If you are speaking the truth, why should you hesitate?”

“I always speak the truth, Monseigneur; but I hesitate when repeating what others say.”

“Ah!”

“Repeat? So this matter has been discussed then?”

“I admit others have brought it to my attention.”

“Who?” the prince demanded. The chevalier became almost defiant as he replied, “Monseigneur, you are putting me through a cross-examination; you treat me as if I were on trial. The rumors that drift into a gentleman’s ears don’t just linger there. Your highness seems to want me to inflate these whispers until they become an event.”

“Still,” the duke said, now displeased, “the fact remains that you withdrew because of what you heard.”

“To be honest, others have mentioned M. de Guiche’s attentions toward Madame, that’s all; perfectly harmless, I assure you, and quite allowable. But please, monseigneur, don’t be unjust and don’t give it too much importance.”

“It does not concern you.”

“M. de Guiche’s attentions to Madame do not concern me?”

“No, monseigneur; and I’d say the same to De Guiche himself, for I think so little of the attention he gives Madame. Actually, I’d even say it to Madame. But you see, my fear is that I might be thought jealous of the favor shown, when my jealousy is only friendship. I know your nature; when you give your affections, you are entirely devoted. You love Madame—and who could resist loving her?”

Please bear with me as I explain: Madame has picked out the most handsome and captivating of your friends. She will gently turn your affections toward him, leading you to forget the others. The thought of being overlooked by you is unbearable to me; suffering even Madame’s indifference is already hard enough. So, I’ve decided to yield to the favorite, whose happiness I envy, even as I keep my genuine friendship and admiration for him. So, monseigneur, do you find anything wrong with this reasoning? Isn’t it the viewpoint of an honorable man? Does my behavior not reflect that of a true friend?

“Answer me, at least, after questioning me so closely.”

The duke had slumped into his seat, his head buried in his hands. After a silence long enough for the chevalier to judge the effect of this scene, the duke finally stood and said, “Come, be honest with me.”

“As I always am.”

“Very well. You know we’ve already discussed that madman, Buckingham.”

“Please, monseigneur, don’t speak badly of Madame, or I’ll go. Surely, you are not suspicious of her?”

“No, no, chevalier; I don’t suspect Madame. But I do observe—I compare—”

“Buckingham was a madman, monseigneur.”

“A madman whom you helped me see more clearly.”

“No, no,” the chevalier interrupted quickly. “It wasn’t I who opened your eyes; it was De Guiche. Please don’t mix us up.” He gave a laugh, harsh and snake-like. “Yes, yes; I remember.

“You said a few words, but De Guiche showed the greatest jealousy.”

“As I would expect,” the chevalier replied, still in his tone. “He was fighting for home and honor.”

“What did you say?” the duke asked, getting haughty and provoked by the sly remark. “Am I not right? Isn’t M. de Guiche in the top position in your household?”

“Well,” the duke said, calming a little, “has this passion of Buckingham been noted?”

“Certainly.”

“Very well. So, do people say that M.—Is that what they say about de Guiche?”

“Forgive me, monseigneur, but you’re mistaken. No one claims that M. de Guiche entertains such thoughts.”

“Very well.”

“Monseigneur, it would have been better for me to remain in solitude than to allow you to stir up suspicions, based on my worries, that Madame would see as criminal—and she’d be right.”

“And what do you suggest?”

“Act reasonably.”

“How do you mean?”

“I would ignore these new Epicurean philosophers altogether; by doing that, the rumors will vanish.”

“Well, I’ll consider it. I’ll think on it.”

“Oh, you have time; the danger isn’t urgent. Besides, this isn’t just about danger or passion. It came from my fear of losing your friendship. The moment you reassured me of it, I thought of nothing else.”

The duke shook his head, as if to say, “If you’re out of ideas, I certainly am not.” Since it was now dinnertime, the prince sent word to Madame, but she replied that she could not attend and would dine in her own quarters. “That’s not my fault,” the duke said. “This morning, after surprising them during a musical gathering, I became jealous, and now they’re upset.”

“We’ll dine alone then,” said the chevalier with a sigh. “I wish De Guiche were here.”

“Oh!

“De Guiche won’t sulk for long; he’s a good-hearted fellow.”

“Monseigneur,” the chevalier interjected suddenly, “an excellent idea just came to me during our conversation. If I’ve exasperated your highness and caused you any dissatisfaction, I should serve as mediator. I’ll go fetch the count and bring him back.”

“Ah, chevalier, you really are a good-hearted fellow.”

“You say that as if you’re surprised.”

“Well, you’re not usually so soft-hearted.”

“That may be so, but admit it—I know how to make up for any wrong I might have done.”

“I’ll admit that.”

“Will your highness do me the favor of waiting here for a few minutes?”

“Of course; go ahead, and I’ll try on my Fontainebleau costume.”

The chevalier left the room, calling his attendants carefully, giving them different orders. They went off in different directions, but he kept his valet de chambre with him.

“Find out right away if M. de Guiche is in Madame’s apartments. How can we determine this?”

“Very easily, monsieur. I’ll ask Malicorne, who’ll get the answer from Mlle. de Montalais. But I should warn you, the question might be pointless; M. de Guiche is probably not here.”

De Guiche’s servants have gone, and he must have left with them.”

“Just confirm it.”

Barely ten minutes later, the valet returned. He signaled discreetly for his master to follow him to the servants’ staircase and took him into a small room with a window looking onto the garden. “What’s happening?” asked the chevalier. “Why the secrecy?”

“Look, monsieur,” the valet replied, pointing. “Over there, under the walnut tree.”

“Ah?” said the chevalier. “I see Manicamp. What’s he waiting for?”

“Just wait, monsieur, and you’ll see. Do you see now?”

“I see one, two, four musicians with their instruments, and behind them, urging them on, is De Guiche himself.”

“What’s he doing there, though?”

“He’s waiting for the little door to the staircase for the ladies of honor to open. Once it does, he’ll go up to Madame’s apartments, where new music will be played during dinner.”

“That’s very good news you’re bringing.”

“Isn’t it, monsieur?”

“Did M. de Malicorne tell you this?”

“Yes, monsieur.”

“So he likes you, does he?”

“No, monsieur, it’s you he likes.”

“How’s that?”

“Because he wants to join your household.”

“Then he shall. How much did he give you for this information?”

“The secret I’m telling you, monsieur.”

“And I’ll buy it for a hundred pistoles. Here you go.”

“Thank you, monsieur. Look—the little door is opening; a woman lets the musicians in.”

“It’s Montalais.”

“Shh, monseigneur; don’t call out her name. Whoever brings up Montalais brings up Malicorne, too. Argue with one, you’ll be at odds with both.”

“Very well; I’ve seen nothing.”

“And I,” said the valet, pocketing the purse, “have received nothing.”

Now sure that Guiche had entered, the chevalier went back to the prince, who was splendidly dressed and radiant with joy and good looks.

“I’ve heard,” he exclaimed, “that the king chose the sun for his emblem; truly, monseigneur, you would suit such a symbol perfectly.”

“Where is De Guiche?”

“He’s nowhere to be found. He’s fled—completely vanished. Your scolding this morning frightened him away. He couldn’t even be found in his own quarters.”

“Bah! That absent-minded fellow is probably racing off to his estates. Poor man!”

“We’ll summon him. Come, let’s dine.”

“Monseigneur, today is for ideas; I have another suggestion.”

“What is it?”

“Madame is upset with you, and she has every right. You owe her an apology; go and dine with her.”

“Oh! That would look like a weak, capricious husband.”

“It’s a good husband’s duty. The princess must be tired; she’ll be weeping into her plate, eyes red. A husband who makes his wife cry is really a dreadful creature.”

“Come, monseigneur, come.”

“I can’t; I’ve arranged for dinner here.”

“But see, monseigneur, how dull it will be! I’ll be low-spirited knowing Madame will be alone. However hard and savage you want to seem, you’ll be sighing the whole time. Let me come with you to Madame’s dinner; it’ll be a delightful surprise. I’m sure we’ll have a wonderful time. You were in the wrong this morning.”

“Well, perhaps I was.”

“There’s no ‘perhaps’ about it; that’s a fact.”

“Chevalier, your advice isn’t solid.”

“Nonsense! My advice is quite good; all the advantages are yours. That violet suit, embroidered with gold, suits you perfectly. Madame will be captivated by both the man and the gesture. Come, monseigneur.”

“You’ve convinced me; let’s go.”

The duke left his room with the chevalier and headed toward Madame’s apartments.

The chevalier leaned in close to the valet and whispered urgently, “Gather people by that little door to keep anyone from escaping that way. Hurry!” He then followed after the duke toward Madame’s ante-chambers. Just as the ushers were about to announce them, the chevalier chuckled, “His highness wishes to surprise Madame.”




Chapter XXXII: Monsieur is Jealous of Guiche

Monsieur burst into the room, as people often do when their intentions seem kind and they believe they are bringing happiness—or when they seek to uncover a secret, a destiny all too familiar for the jealous. Madame, nearly overcome with delight at the first notes of music, had thrown herself into a wild dance, abandoning the half-finished dinner. Her partner, M. de Guiche, knelt on one knee, arms raised and eyes half-closed, much like a Spanish dancer, radiating passion in every gesture. The princess spun around him, smiling brilliantly and acting with a captivating charm. Montalais stood nearby, watching with admiration, while La Vallière sat quietly in the corner and observed.

The prince’s arrival changed the mood in a way that cannot be described; just as the lively joy of the scene was overwhelming for Philip. The Comte de Guiche was struck motionless, while Madame lingered mid-dance, rendered speechless. Leaning in the doorway, the Chevalier de Lorraine smiled in genuine admiration.

The prince’s pale face and the convulsive twitch in his hands and limbs were the first signs to alarm the others. Immediately, a heavy silence replaced the festive tones of the dance. The Chevalier de Lorraine seized the opportunity to bow respectfully to Madame and de Guiche, as if honoring them as the hosts of the occasion.

Monsieur advanced, his voice hoarse. “I’m so pleased to see you both. I expected to find you ill and miserable, but here you are, enjoying new amusements. Truly, how fortunate! My house is the most delightful in the kingdom.” He turned to de Guiche: “Comte, I did not realize you were such a talented dancer.” Then to his wife, he continued, “Do have a little more consideration for me, Madame. Whenever you plan these pleasures here, do invite me. I am, after all, a prince—though sadly, too often overlooked.”

De Guiche, having collected himself, replied boldly, “Your Highness knows that my life is at your service if ever needed. But today, as this is only about dancing to music, I will dance.”

“And you are quite right,” the prince replied coldly.

“But, Madame,” he continued, “you do not seem to notice that your ladies are taking away my friends. M. de Guiche doesn’t belong to you, Madame; he belongs to me. If you want to dine without me, you have your ladies for company; when I dine alone, I have my gentlemen; don’t take everything away from me.”

Madame felt the impact of his rebuke and understood the lesson, her cheeks flushing. “Monsieur,” she replied, “I did not know, upon arriving at the French court, that princesses of my rank were to be treated like the women in Turkey. I didn’t realize we are not allowed to be seen. Still, if that is your wish, I will obey; do not hesitate to bar my windows if you think it necessary.”

This response brought a smile to Montalais and de Guiche, rekindling the prince’s anger, though much of it had already dissipated in the conversation.

“Very well,” he said, his voice tense, “this is how I am respected in my own house.”

“Monseigneur, monseigneur,” the chevalier murmured in the duke’s ear, making it clear to everyone that he was trying to calm him.

“Come,” replied the prince sharply, hurrying away and turning so quickly that he almost collided with Madame. The chevalier followed him to his private room, where, as soon as the prince sat down, he unleashed his anger. The chevalier looked up at the ceiling, clasped his hands, and remained silent.

“Give me your opinion,” the prince demanded.

“On what?”

“On what’s happening here.”

“Oh, monseigneur, it’s a very serious matter.”

“It is abominable!”

“I cannot live like this.”

“How unbearable this is,” the chevalier lamented. “We hoped for peace after that madman Buckingham left.”

“And this is even worse.”

“I wouldn’t go that far, monseigneur.”

“Yes, but I will; for Buckingham would never have dared to do what we just saw.”

“What do you mean?”

“To hide away to dance, and fake illness just to have a private dinner.”

“No, no, monseigneur.”

“Yes, yes,” insisted the prince, his frustration rising like a spoiled child’s. “I can’t stand it anymore; I must find out what is really going on.”

“Oh, monseigneur, making a scene—”

“By Heaven, monsieur, do you expect me to put up with so little respect? Wait for me here, chevalier. Just wait for me.” The prince rushed into the adjoining room and asked the attendant if the queen-mother had returned from chapel.

Anne of Austria now felt her happiness complete: her family was at peace, the nation pleased with a young king who had shown promise in handling important matters, revenue was increasing, peace and security reigned, and all pointed to a calm future. Yet sometimes her thoughts returned to the young nobleman she had welcomed like a son and had later banished as a cold stepmother, and she sighed over the memory. Just then, the Duc d’Orléans entered her chamber.

“Dear Mother,” he exclaimed, entering with urgency and closing the door, “things cannot go on like this.”

Anne of Austria raised her expressive eyes calmly to meet his. “To what are you referring?”

“I wish to speak about Madame.”

“Your wife?”

“Yes, Madame.”

“I suppose that foolish fellow Buckingham has written her a farewell letter.”

“Oh, yes, Madame; it concerns Buckingham, certainly.”

“Who else could it be? He was, unfortunately, the subject of your jealousy, and I thought—”

“My wife, Madame, has already moved past the Duke of Buckingham.”

“Philip, what are you saying? You’re speaking rather wildly.”

“No, no. Madame has arranged things so that I am still jealous.”

“Of whom, I wonder?”

“Is it possible you haven’t noticed? Have you not seen how M. de Guiche is always in her rooms—always with her?”

The queen clasped her hands and burst out laughing. “Philip,” she said, “your jealousy isn’t simply a flaw; it’s an illness.”

“Whether it’s a flaw or a sickness, madame, I am the one suffering for it.”

“And do you really think an imagined complaint can be cured? You expect me to admit your jealousy is justified, even without cause.”

“Of course, you’ll defend this gentleman—just as you did before.”

“Because, Philip,” replied the queen dryly, “what you did then, you are now doing again.”

The prince bowed, slightly vexed. “If I lay the facts before you, will you believe me?”

“If it were any matter but jealousy, I would believe you at once; but since it is jealousy, I make no promise.”

“Your majesty means to silence me and send me away unheard.”

“Not at all: you are my son and I owe you a mother’s understanding.”

“Oh, tell me honestly what you think; I deserve as much understanding as a madman.”

“Don’t exaggerate, Philip, and be careful not to paint your wife as a woman of poor reputation—”

“But facts, mother, facts!”

“Well, I’m listening.”

“This morning at ten o’clock, there was music playing in Madame’s rooms.”

“That’s not a crime.”

“M. de Guiche was speaking to her alone—Ah! I forgot to say, he hasn’t left her side at all these past ten days.”

“If anything were wrong, they’d be more discreet.”

“Good; I expected you to say as much. Remember your exact words. This morning, I caught them unexpectedly and made my feelings quite clear.”

“That should have been enough, perhaps too much. These young women are sensitive; blaming them for what they didn’t do can lead to worse.”

“Very well, very well; but wait. Don’t forget—you said if they had been in the wrong, they would have hidden away.”

“I did say that.”

“Well, regretting my earlier harshness, and thinking Guiche was sulking in his rooms, I visited Madame. Can you guess what—or rather, whom—I found there?”

There was another group of musicians, and dancing was still going on, with Guiche himself hidden among them.

Anne of Austria frowned. “That was unwise,” she said. “And what did Madame say?”

“Nothing.”

“And Guiche?”

“Nothing—oh, he muttered something rude.”

“Well, what do you think, Philip?”

“That I’ve been played for a fool; that Buckingham was only a pretense, and Guiche is the real problem.”

Anne shrugged. “And?”

“I want Guiche dismissed from my household, as Buckingham was, and I will ask the king—unless—”

“Unless what?”

“Unless you, mother, with all your wisdom and kindness, will manage it yourself.”

“I won’t do it, Philip.”

“What? Madame?”

“Philip, I won’t insult people every day; I have some influence with the young, but I’ll lose it all if I go too far. Besides, Guiche has not been proven guilty.”

“He has displeased me.”

“That’s your concern, not mine.”

“Very well, I know what I’ll do,” said the prince impulsively. Anne looked at him, a bit uneasy. “What will you do?” she asked.

“I shall have him drowned in my fish pond the next time he enters my apartments.” With this chilling threat, the prince expected his mother to be horrified. Instead, the queen was unmoved. “Do so,” she replied.

Philip, suddenly vulnerable, began to cry, “Everyone betrays me—no one cares for me; even you, mother, support my enemies.”

“Your mother, Philip, thinks of the larger good and will not give advice when you refuse to listen.”

“I’m going to the king.”

“I was just going to suggest that.”

“I am expecting His Majesty now; it’s the time he usually visits. You can explain matters directly.”

She had barely finished speaking before Philip heard the door to the anteroom open. A wave of nerves hit him. As the king’s quiet steps approached, the duke quickly left. Anne of Austria still laughed as the king entered. He approached her with genuine concern, asking about the queen-mother’s health and announcing the preparations for the journey to Fontainebleau were finished. Seeing her laugh, his worries soon faded, and he spoke energetically.

Anne of Austria took his hand and, with playful warmth, said, “Do you know, sire, I am proud to be a Spanish woman?”

“Why so, madame?”

“Because Spanish women are worth more than English women, at least.”

“May I ask why?”

“Since your marriage, I don’t believe you have had any reason to complain about the queen.”

“Certainly not.”

“And you, too, have been married for some time. Your brother, on the other hand, has only been married a fortnight.”

“Well?”

“He is already finding fault with Madame for the second time.”

“What? Buckingham again?”

“No, another.”

“Who?”

“Guiche.”

“Really? So Madame is a flirt, then?”

“I fear so.”

“My poor brother,” the king said, laughing, “You’re not bothered by flirts yourself, are you?”

“In Madame’s case, very much; but I don’t believe she’s truly a flirt at heart.”

“That may be, but your brother is quite troubled about it.”

“What does he want?”

“He wishes to drown Guiche.”

“That’s extremely drastic.”

“Don’t laugh; he is genuinely furious. You must think of a solution.”

“To save Guiche—certainly.”

“Oh, if your brother heard you, he would plot as your uncle did against your father.”

“No; Philip cares for me, and I care for him. We will get along. But what does he want?”

“That you stop Madame from flirting and Guiche from being charming.”

“That’s all? My brother has a high notion of royal power! Reforming a man is one thing; changing a woman is quite another.”

“How will you do it?”

“With a word to Guiche, who’s sensible; I think I can persuade him.”

“And Madame?”

“That’s tougher; a simple word will not do. I’ll have to deliver a sermon to her.”

“There’s not much time.”

“Oh, I’ll be prompt. There’s a ballet rehearsal this afternoon.”

“You’ll preach while dancing?”

“Yes, madame.”

“You promise to change her heart?”

“I’ll eliminate the heresy one way or another—by persuasion or more serious means.”

“That’s all well—but don’t involve me. Madame would never forgive me, and as mother-in-law, I wish to get along with my new daughter.”

“The king, madame, will settle the matter. But let me think.”

“What are you thinking about?”

“It may be best if I visit Madame myself.”

“Wouldn’t that be rather bold?”

“Yes, but serious words suit a preacher, and the ballet music will drown half my lecture. Besides, an urgent approach may prevent my brother from taking drastic measures. Is Madame in her own chambers?”

“I believe she is.”

“What do I put on the charge sheet?”

“In short: constant music, Guiche’s persistent attention, and suspicions of secret plots.”

“And the evidence?”

“There is none.”

“So be it; I’ll go see Madame at once.” The king paused before the mirrors, admiring his rich attire and his radiant face, bright as the dawn. “I suppose my brother is being kept separate,” he said. “Fire and water could not be further apart.”

“That will do. Let me, madame, kiss your hands—the most beautiful in France.”

“May you succeed, sire, as the peacemaker of the family.”

“I do not need an ambassador,” Louis replied, “which means I will succeed.” He laughed as he left, casually adjusting his lace as he went.




Chapter XXXIII: The Mediator

When the king entered Madame’s apartments, the courtiers—who had dispersed throughout the palace upon hearing of the marital dispute—were gripped by a deep sense of unease. A storm was looming, and the Chevalier de Lorraine, mingling among the various groups, took pleasure in analyzing the situation, rejoicing in the disorder. He subtly stoked the anxieties of the weaker courtiers while manipulating the stronger ones to bring about the worst possible consequences. As Anne of Austria had remarked, the king’s presence gave an air of seriousness and gravity to the unfolding drama. Indeed, in 1662, the rift between Monsieur and Madame, compounded by the king’s involvement in Monsieur’s private affairs, was no light matter.

Even the bravest former supporters of the Comte de Guiche kept their distance, seized by nervous apprehension. The comte himself, succumbing to the widespread panic, withdrew to his own quarters.

The king entered Madame’s private apartments, acknowledging greetings as was his custom. The ladies of honor stood lined along the gallery, their eyes demurely cast down, blushing under his gaze. Though preoccupied, his majesty glanced over the two rows of young, beautiful women. Among them, one especially drew his attention: her long hair flowed in silken waves over her flawless skin, but she looked pale and scarcely able to stand, despite her companion’s encouraging nudges. It was La Vallière, whom Montalais supported by whispering words of encouragement, drawing on her own abundant courage. The king could not help but glance back at them once more.

Their faces, which had been raised with anticipation, fell again, but the only fair-haired one among them remained unmoving, as if all her strength and spirit had left her. When Louis entered Madame’s room, he found his sister-in-law reclining on the cushions of her cabinet. She rose and performed a deep curtsy, murmuring her gratitude for the honor of his visit. Then, she sank back into her seat, feigning a sudden weakness. Yet, a lovely blush colored her cheeks, and her eyes—still red from recent tears—sparkled with a newfound intensity.

Once the king was seated, he quickly noticed, with his characteristic keen observation, the disorder of the room and the equally apparent agitation on Madame’s face. Adopting a playful tone, he asked, “My dear sister, at what time today would you like to have the ballet rehearsal?”

Madame, shaking her charming head slowly and languidly, replied, “Ah! Sire, would you graciously excuse me from attending the rehearsal?”

“I was just about to tell you that I cannot attend today.”

“Really,” said the king, feigning surprise. “Are you unwell?”

“No, sire.”

“Shall I call your doctors, then?”

“No, they can do nothing for what ails me.”

“You worry me.”

“Sire, I would like to request your permission to return to England.”

The king was stunned. “Return to England?” he repeated. “Do you truly mean what you say?”

“I say it with regret, sire,” replied the granddaughter of Henry IV., her beautiful black eyes flashing with resolve. “It pains me to confide such things to your majesty, but I am too unhappy at your court. I long to return to my family.”

“Madame, madame,” the king exclaimed, stepping closer to her.

“Please, listen to me, sire,” the young woman continued, gradually gaining the upper hand over her interrogator, a strength her beauty and spirit allowed her. “Though I am young, I have already faced humiliation and endured disdain here. Oh! Please don’t contradict me, sire,” she added with a smile.

The king flushed. “Then,” she continued, “I once believed that Heaven had brought me into this world for a purpose—I, the daughter of a powerful monarch. After my father was taken from us, I thought Heaven might rightly humble my pride. I have suffered greatly, and I have caused my mother much pain. But I resolved that if Providence ever granted me independence, even if it meant living as a laborer, earning my bread by hard work, I would never again endure humiliation. That day has now come; I have regained the fortune befitting my rank and birth. I have even found myself again at the steps of a throne, and I thought that by marrying a French prince, I would gain a relative, a friend, an equal. Instead, I have found only a master, and I will not stand for it. My mother shall never hear of this; but you, whom I respect, and whom I—love—”

The king was caught off guard; never had any voice sounded so sweet to his ears. “You, sire, who know everything, since you have come here; perhaps you will understand me.”

“If you hadn’t come, I would have sought you out. I wish to ask for permission to leave. I trust your sensitivity will protect and justify me.”

“My dear sister,” the king murmured, surprised by her boldness, “have you considered how difficult the plan you propose really is?”

“Sire, I don’t think—I feel. When attacked, I instinctively defend myself, nothing more.”

“Then tell me, what have they done to you?” the king asked. The princess, through this distinctly feminine strategy, had so cleverly avoided any blame that she shifted the focus to a much graver accusation; from being the accused, she had become the accuser. It’s a classic sign of guilt, yet all women, no matter how clever, seem to possess an innate ability to turn the tables in this fashion.

The king had forgotten that he had come to ask her, “What have you done to my brother?”—instead, he found himself weakly asking, “What have they done to you?”

“What have they done to me?” Madame replied. “One must be a woman to truly understand, sire—they have made me cry.” With a slender, perfectly white finger, she pointed to her shining eyes, brimming with tears, before she began to weep again.

“I beg you, my dear sister!” the king said, stepping forward to take her warm, trembling hand, which she let him have without resistance. “First of all, sire, I have been deprived of my brother’s friend. The Duke of Buckingham was a most pleasant and agreeable visitor—my countryman, who knew my ways. I might even call him a companion, for we had grown used to spending our days together, along with our other friends, on the lovely waters of St. James’s.”

“But Villiers was in love with you,” the king interjected.

“A mere excuse!” she replied.

“What does it matter,” she continued earnestly, “whether the duke was in love with me or not? Is a man in love so dangerous to me? Ah, sire, it takes more than a man’s affection to influence a woman.” She smiled so gently, with a touch of mischief, that the king felt his heart swell in his chest.

“At any rate, what if my brother was jealous?” the king continued.

“Very well, I’ll grant you that: jealousy was a reason, and the duke was sent away because of it.”

“No, not sent away.”

“Driven away, dismissed, expelled—if you prefer, sire.”

One of the most distinguished gentlemen in Europe was made to leave the court of King Louis XIV of France, reduced to the status of a beggar, all for a glance or a bouquet of flowers. It was hardly worthy of such a gallant court; but forgive me, sire, I see that in saying this, I am challenging your royal authority.”

“I assure you, dear sister, it was not I who dismissed the Duke of Buckingham; I liked him very much.”

“It wasn’t you?” Madame replied, her tone lighter. “Ah, so much the better,” she added, although her emphasis suggested she felt the opposite.

A short silence followed before she continued, “Now that the Duke of Buckingham is gone—I know why and by who’s doing—I had hoped for some peace. But not at all; just then, Monsieur found another excuse. Simply—”

“Simply,” the king interjected playfully, “someone else appeared. It’s natural; you are beautiful, and men will always be attracted to you, even madly in love.”

“Then,” the princess exclaimed, “I’ll make myself a solitude, as that seems to be what everyone wants and what’s being arranged for me. But no, I would rather return to London.”

There, I am known and valued. I will have friends without the fear that they might be thought of as my lovers. What a shame! Such disgraceful suspicion, unworthy of a gentleman. Monsieur has lost all respect in my eyes since he has shown himself a tyrant toward a woman.”

“No, no, my brother’s only fault is that he loves you.”

“Love me! Monsieur loves me!”

“Ah! Sire,” she exclaimed, laughing aloud. “Monsieur will never love any woman; he loves himself far too much. Unfortunately for me, Monsieur’s jealousy is the worst sort—he is jealous without loving.”

“Confess, though,” said the king, his curiosity kindled by her spirited tone, “admit that Guiche loves you.”

“Ah! Sire, I know nothing about that.”

“You must have noticed it. A man in love cannot hide how he feels.”

“M. de Guiche has never given himself away.”

“My dear sister, you are defending him.”

“De Guiche.”

“Exactly! Ah, sire, all I needed was a word from you to make my misery worse.”

“No, madame, please,” the king replied quickly. “Don’t distress yourself. You’re crying. I beg you, calm yourself.”

But she kept weeping, large tears falling on her hands. The king gently took one of her hands in his and kissed away the tears. She looked at him with such sadness and tenderness that he felt his heart waver under her gaze. “You have no feelings for Guiche, then?” he asked, more troubled than a mediator should be.

“None—absolutely none.”

“Then I can reassure my brother on that subject?”

“Nothing will satisfy him, sire. Don’t be fooled into thinking he’s simply jealous. Monsieur has been led astray by someone, and he is very nervous by nature.”

“He might well be, where you’re concerned,” the king said. Madame lowered her eyes and became quiet; the king did the same, still holding her hand. Their brief silence seemed to last forever. Madame slowly withdrew her hand, and in that moment, she knew her triumph was certain, and the field was hers.

“Monsieur complains,” the king said, “that you prefer the company of private individuals to his conversation.”

“But Monsieur spends his days admiring himself in the mirror and plotting all sorts of petty schemes against women with the Chevalier de Lorraine.”

“Oh, now you’re going too far.”

“I am only telling the truth. Watch for yourself, sire, and you’ll see that I’m right.”

“I will observe; but in the meantime, what solace can I offer my brother?”

“My departure.”

“You keep repeating that word,” the king exclaimed, perhaps too quickly, as if the conversation of the last ten minutes had completely changed Madame’s outlook. “Sire, I can no longer be happy here,” she said. “Will M. de Guiche be sent away too?”

“If necessary, then so be it,” the king replied with a smile.

“Well, after M. de Guiche—whom, by the way, I shall miss—I warn you, sire.”

“Oh, you will miss him?”

“Of course; he is charming, a good friend to me, and he amuses me.”

“If Monsieur were to hear you,” the king said, slightly irked, “I wouldn’t even attempt to reconcile you. In fact, I would not even try.”

“Sire, can you truly prevent Monsieur from feeling jealous of anyone who comes near me? I know very well M. de Guiche isn’t the first.”

“Again, I warn you, as a good brother, I shall take a dislike to De Guiche.”

“Ah, sire, please, do not adopt either Monsieur’s affections or his animosities. Remain who you are as king; that’s better for you and for everyone else.”

“You jest brilliantly, madame; I can see now why those you criticize must worship you.”

“And is that why you, sire, whom I thought would defend me, are about to join those who persecute me?” asked Madame. “I, your persecutor!”

“Heaven forbid!”

“Then,” she continued languidly, “grant me a favor.”

“Whatever you wish.”

“Let me return to England.”

“Never, never!” Louis XIV exclaimed. “Am I a prisoner, then?”

“In France—if France is a prison—yes.”

“What should I do, then?”

“I’ll tell you. Rather than devoting yourself to friendships that aren’t too reliable, rather than disturbing us all with your absences, stay with us always. Do not leave us; let us live as a united family. M. de Guiche is truly charming, but if we cannot match his wit—”

“Ah, sire, you know as well as I do you’re pretending to be modest.”

“No, I swear to you. One may be king and still feel he has less chance of pleasing than many other gentlemen.”

“I’m sure, sire, you don’t believe a word you’re saying.”

The king looked at Madame tenderly and asked, “Will you promise me one thing?”

“What is it?”

“That you will no longer waste your time on strangers in your private rooms, time that you owe to us.”

“Shall we make an offensive and defensive alliance against our common enemy?”

“An alliance with you, sire?”

“Why not? Aren’t you a sovereign?”

“But can you, sire, really be a trustworthy ally?”

“You’ll see, madame.”

“And when does this alliance take effect?”

“This very day.”

“I’ll write out the treaty, and you shall sign it.”

“Without hesitation.”

“Then, sire, I promise you wonders; you will be the star of the court, and when you appear, everything will glow.”

“Oh, madame, madame,” said Louis XIV, “you know well that nothing shines without you, and if I take the sun as my symbol, it is only that—a symbol.”

“Sire, you flatter your ally, hoping to deceive her,” Madame replied, raising a finger in mock warning. “What! Do you think I am deceiving you when I tell you of my affection?”

“Yes.”

“Why are you so suspicious?”

“One thing.”

“What is it? I’ll be genuinely distressed if I can’t overcome it.”

“That one thing, sire, is out of your control, beyond even heaven’s power.”

“Tell me what it is.”

“The past.”

“I don’t understand, madame,” said the king, though he understood all too well. The princess took his hand in hers.

“Sire,” she said, “I have had the misfortune to displease you for so long that I almost wonder why you ever accepted me as a sister-in-law.”

“Displease me? You think you’ve displeased me?”

“No, don’t deny it. I remember it perfectly.”

“Our alliance begins today,” the king replied, his warmth sincere. “You won’t dwell on the past now, will you? I’ve decided not to. I will focus on the present; just look.” He led the princess to a mirror, where she saw herself—blushing and beautiful enough to enchant a saint. “Still,” she murmured, “it won’t be much of an alliance.”

“Must I swear?” the king asked, intoxicated by the direction their conversation had taken.

“Oh, I will never refuse to be present for a grand oath,” Madame replied, “for it always gives at least the illusion of security.”

The king knelt on a footstool and took Madame’s hand. With a smile so exquisite that no painter could capture it and only a poet would dare to imagine, she offered him both her hands, in which he hid his burning face. Neither could find words to speak. The king felt Madame gently draw back her hands, her fingers brushing against his face as she did so. He stood suddenly and left the room. The courtiers saw his flushed face and concluded the interview had been a stormy one.

The Chevalier de Lorraine promptly commented, “Don’t worry, gentlemen; his majesty always turns pale when he is angry.”




Chapter XXXIV: The Advisers

The king left Madame in a state of agitation that even he himself would have struggled to explain. Indeed, it’s impossible to fully capture the subtle dynamics of those peculiar sympathies that can suddenly ignite—apparently without cause—after years of calm indifference between two hearts destined to love. Why had Louis once dismissed, even disliked, Madame? What had changed so that now he found her so beautiful, so irresistible?

Why were his thoughts so persistently fixed on her? More importantly, why had Madame, whose interest had been elsewhere, shown the king over the past week a degree of favor that suggested a deeper regard? It would be a mistake to suppose that Louis had any intention of seduction; the bond between Madame and his brother seemed to him an insurmountable barrier—so much so that he was too distant even to recognize it was there.

Yet when it comes to the tumultuous passions the heart embraces, especially those youth pushes us toward, no one can foresee where the journey will lead—not even someone who believes they have calculated their own prospects or another’s resistance. As for Madame, her interest in the king is easily understood: young, flirtatious, and captivated by admiration, she had one of those vibrant, impulsive natures that would leap over any obstacle just for the thrill of applause.

It was hardly surprising that, after being adored by Buckingham and De Guiche—who, for all his faults, possessed a kind of charm that women admired simply because it was different—the princess would set her sights on captivating the king. Not only was he the most powerful man in the kingdom, he was also one of the handsomest and most intelligent men in Europe.

As for the sudden passion Louis now felt for his sister-in-law, it might be explained by the usual theories of temperament or perhaps by nature’s mysterious law of bringing opposites together. Madame possessed the most beautiful black eyes in the world, while Louis’s were equally captivating and blue. She was lively and open; he was more reserved and melancholy. When brought together, guided by curiosity and shared interests, their contrasting natures began to influence one another in unexpected ways.

Returning to his rooms, Louis could not help but admit to himself that Madame was the most captivating woman at court.

Left alone, Madame delighted in the impression she believed she had made on the king. While this feeling remained passive in her heart, the king, powered by youthful desires, felt compelled to act. After all, he was used to seeing his wishes fulfilled with little effort.

The first thing he did was tell Monsieur that everything had been discreetly arranged. He assured him that Madame felt the greatest respect and sincere affection for him, but warned that her proud and impulsive spirit had to be managed thoughtfully because of her extreme sensitivity.

Monsieur responded in his usual reserved tone, saying he found it hard to understand the sensitivities of a woman whose conduct, to his mind, invited criticism. He added that, if anyone had a right to complain, it was he, Monsieur.

The king, quickly defending his sister-in-law, replied with concern, “Thank Heaven, Madame is above reproach.”

“Above the reproach of others, certainly,” Monsieur conceded, “but I presume she is not above mine.”

“Well,” the king countered, “all I can say, Philip, is that Madame’s actions do not invite your criticism. She may be headstrong and unconventional, but her intentions are the very best.”

The English temperament is often misunderstood in France, and the freedom of English manners can surprise those who are unaware of how this liberty exists alongside innocence.

“Ah!” Monsieur exclaimed, growing more irritated. “The moment your majesty justifies my wife, whom I accuse, she is no longer guilty, and I have nothing more to say.”

“Philip,” the king replied hastily, aware of his own stirring conscience and conceding that Monsieur had a point, “everything I have done and said has been for your happiness. I was told you felt a lack of confidence and attention from Madame, and I wanted to ease your discomfort. It is my duty to care for your household just as I would for the humblest of my subjects. I’ve taken it upon myself to ensure your concerns are unfounded.”

“And,” Monsieur continued, his tone probing as he fixed his eyes on his brother, “what your majesty has discovered about Madame—though I trust your better judgment—have you looked into the charges against those responsible for the scandal I mentioned?”

“You are right, Philip,” the king admitted. “I’ll put that aside for now and look into it later.”

This served as both an order and a reassurance; the prince recognized this and withdrew. Meanwhile, Louis went to see his mother, feeling he needed a more thorough absolution than what he’d gained from his brother. Anne of Austria did not care much for M. de Guiche and had the same reasons for leniency toward him as she once had for Buckingham. From the moment Louis spoke, she knew he was not inclined to be severe. This contradictory behavior was one of the queen’s methods for finding out the truth. However, Louis was no novice now; he had been king for more than a year, and during that time he had learned how to be discreet.

He listened to Anne of Austria, letting her speak her mind while he responded only with subtle glances and gestures, and soon realized—by her sharp looks and hints—that the queen, experienced in matters of the heart, at least suspected his feelings for Madame. Of all his advisers, Anne of Austria’s support would be the most useful, and her opposition the most dangerous.

Louis, accordingly, changed his strategy. He voiced complaints about Madame, exonerated Monsieur, and listened to his mother’s opinions on De Guiche, just as he previously did with her views on Buckingham. When he felt she believed she had fully subdued him, he left.

That evening, the entire court—which included all the favorites and close associates, already five masters then—gathered for the ballet rehearsal. During this time, poor De Guiche was busy receiving visitors, one of whom he both anticipated and dreaded: the Chevalier de Lorraine. Around three o’clock that afternoon, the chevalier entered De Guiche’s rooms.

His manner was undeniably reassuring. “Monsieur,” he said, “is in excellent spirits; there isn’t a shadow even in the conjugal sky. Anyway, Monsieur is not the sort to hold a grudge.”

For quite some time, while he resided at court, the Chevalier




Chapter XXXV: Fontainebleau

For four days, all manner of enchantments had transformed the glorious gardens of Fontainebleau into a realm of pure delight. M. Colbert seemed to possess the uncanny ability to be everywhere at once. In the mornings, he dealt with the previous night’s accounts; all day, he juggled programs, essays, invitations, and payments. M. Colbert had amassed four million francs, which he spent with relentless care. The costs of mythology horrified him; not a single wood nymph or dryad could be obtained for less than a hundred francs a day! The costumes alone were three hundred francs each. The nightly supply of powder and sulfur for the fireworks ran to a staggering hundred thousand francs. Add to that thirty thousand francs nightly for the lights lining the water. The festivities were truly magnificent, and Colbert could barely contain his satisfaction.

Now and then, he noted Madame and the king setting out for hunts or ready to welcome a procession of mythical visitors. These grand ceremonies had been hurriedly arranged only two weeks before, highlighting both Madame’s cleverness and the king’s magnificence. As the star of the festivities, Madame mingled with delegations from distant lands—Garamantes, Scythians, Hyperboreans, Caucasians, and Patagonians—who seemed to rise out of the earth to offer their respects. The king gave each representative a diamond or other valuable. In verses both humorous and lofty, the envoys compared the king to the sun and Madame to Phoebe, the sun’s sister, while the queen and Monsieur were mentioned only as if the king had married Henrietta of England, not Maria Theresa of Austria.

The happy couple, walking hand in hand, subtly pressed each other’s fingers and savored the sweet taste of adulation, which amplified the allure of youth, beauty, power, and love. Everyone at Fontainebleau was amazed at how quickly Madame gained control over the king, whispering that she was, in truth, the real queen. The king confirmed this with every thought, word, and glance. He drew inspiration and motivation from Madame’s eyes, his happiness boundless whenever she favored him with a smile. But as for Madame—intoxicated by her power and her admirers—could she reflect on her own feelings? It was a question she herself struggled with. What she did know was that none of her desires went unfulfilled; she was completely content. The result of these changes, all stemming from royal will, was that Monsieur, once second in France, now effectively ranked only third.

It was, in fact, even worse than when De Guiche’s guitar played in Madame’s apartments. Then, at least, Monsieur found satisfaction intimidating those who annoyed him. Now, with his rival gone—banished through his own alliance with the king—Monsieur faced a heavier burden, albeit a different one. Each evening, Madame came home totally exhausted. Riding, swimming in the Seine, spectacles, feasts beneath the trees, dancing by the grand canal, and listening to concerts—it was enough to wear out even the strongest porter in the château. And although, in the case of dancing, concerts, and strolls, a woman can often outlast even the toughest porter, there’s a limit to everyone’s endurance. No matter how strong she is, she can’t keep up this pace for long.

As for Monsieur, he found little comfort seeing Madame’s royal status set aside as, in the evenings, she stayed in the royal pavilion with the young queen and the queen-mother. Of course, the Chevalier de Lorraine remained by Monsieur’s side, continually adding to his distress. So Monsieur—who at first had felt renewed and content after De Guiche’s dismissal—became gloomy again three days after the court settled in at Fontainebleau.

Yet one afternoon around two o’clock, Monsieur, rising late and spending more than the usual time on his appearance, resolved to gather his own followers and whisk Madame away to Moret, where he had a charming country house. He made his way to the queen’s pavilion, only to find none of the royal servants present. Alone, he entered the rooms, where a door on the left led to Madame’s apartment and another on the right to the young queen’s.

In Madame’s room, he was told by a seamstress that everyone had left at eleven to bathe in the Seine. A grand celebration was planned; all the carriages had been gathered at the park gates, and everyone had departed over an hour ago. “Very good,” said Monsieur, “it is a good idea; the heat is quite oppressive, and I wouldn’t mind a swim myself.” He called for his own servants—no one answered. He looked for those attached to Madame, but they had all gone as well. Heading to the stables, he learned from a groom that no carriages were available. He asked for two horses, for himself and his valet, but the groom replied all the horses had already been sent off.

Monsieur, pale with anger, returned toward the queen’s apartments and entered Anne of Austria’s oratory. From behind half-open tapestries, he saw his young and beautiful sister kneeling before the queen mother, who was weeping bitterly. He went unnoticed, quietly moving closer to listen, curious about what caused so much grief. The young queen was not only in tears, but was complaining aloud. “Yes,” she said, “the king neglects me. He devotes himself entirely to pleasures in which I have no place.”

“Patience, patience, my daughter,” Anne of Austria replied in Spanish, adding some advice that Monsieur could not understand. The queen followed with accusations, her words broken by sighs and sobs, and Monsieur frequently heard the word banos, which Maria Theresa uttered with particular bitterness. “The baths,” Monsieur said to himself. “It seems it’s the baths that are the problem.” He attempted to piece together the fragments he heard. The queen was plainly distressed, and while Anne of Austria couldn’t fully console her, she certainly tried.

Lest he be caught in the act, Monsieur cleared his throat. The two queens turned at the sound, and he entered. At his presence, the young queen quickly stood and dried her eyes. Monsieur, knowing the ways of women, was polite and offered his greetings. The queen-mother smiled at him and asked, “What do you want, Philip?”

“I?—nothing,” Monsieur stammered. “I was looking for—”

“For whom?”

“I was looking for Madame.”

“Madame is at the baths.”

“And the king?” Monsieur asked, his tone making the queen flinch.

“The king is there too, with the entire court,” Anne of Austria answered.

“Except you, madame,” Monsieur noted.

“Oh! I,” said the young queen, “seem to be the person whose presence ruins everyone’s fun.”

“And I have the same effect,” Monsieur replied, a hint of irony in his voice.

Anne of Austria gave her daughter-in-law a sigh, and the young queen left in tears. Monsieur frowned, then remarked, “What a gloomy house! What do you make of it, Mother?”

“Not gloomy at all; everyone here lives for pleasure.”

“Yes, exactly—that’s what makes it so dreary for those who don’t care for pleasure.”

“Such a tone, Philip.”

“To be blunt, Madame, I’m simply telling the truth.”

“Tell me, then; what’s troubling you?”

“Maybe you should ask my sister-in-law, who was just complaining to you.”

“Her complaints? What—”

“Yes, I happened to overhear my sister’s laments about those infamous baths of Madame—”

“Ah! Nonsense!”

“No, people are not always foolish when they cry. The queen mentioned baños, which means baths.”

“I must insist, Philip,” said Anne of Austria, “that your sister’s jealousy is childish.”

“In that case, Madame,” replied the prince, “I must confess that I share her weakness.”

“You too, Philip?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Are you truly jealous of these baths?”

“And why not, Madame, when the king goes to the baths with my wife and not with the queen? Why shouldn’t I be resentful when Madame goes to the baths with the king and doesn’t even invite me? And yet you insist my sister-in-law must put up with it and I must be content.”

“You’re being unreasonable, my dear Philip,” said Anne of Austria. “You drove away the Duke of Buckingham; you banished M. De Guiche—do you want to send the king away from Fontainebleau next?”

“I don’t claim to want that, madame,” Monsieur answered bitterly. “But I am at least free to depart myself, and that is what I intend to do.”

“Jealous of the king—jealous of your own brother?”

“Yes, madame, I’m jealous of the king—my brother, and extremely jealous at that.”

“Honestly, Monsieur,” Anne of Austria exclaimed, pretending to be angry, “I think you have lost your senses and have become my sworn enemy. I leave you to your madness, for I am defenseless against it.”

She rose and left Monsieur, who was torn by conflicting emotions. For a moment he stood bewildered, then regained his composure, went to the stables, and asked again for a carriage or horse. When the groom answered that there were none, Monsieur grabbed a whip from a stable boy and began chasing the groom through the servants’ yard, beating him in response to the man’s cries and pleas. Breathless, sweating, and trembling, Monsieur returned to his room, broke several pieces of fine porcelain, and then threw himself on his bed, still fully dressed, calling for help.




Chapter XXXVI: The Bath

At Vulaines, beneath arches of flowering osiers and willows that dipped into the blue waters, a long, flat-bottomed boat with blue curtains served as a refuge for bathing Dianas. As the bathers emerged, they were observed by twenty plumed Actaeons—young courtiers galloping along the blossom-strewn shore, their admiration obvious. But Diana herself, the chaste goddess in her long chlamys, was not as striking or untouchable as Madame, who was as radiant and youthful as the goddess herself. Despite the huntress’s elegant tunic, her delicate knee could be seen; and though her quiver resounded, her sunlit shoulder was visible. By contrast, Madame was swathed in a long white veil, wound about her a hundred times, surrendering to the care of her attendants, safe from even the boldest or most discerning eyes.

As she climbed the ladder, poets gathered—indeed, everyone became a poet when Madame was their inspiration. The twenty poets, just moments ago galloping about, stopped and earnestly declared that pearls, not water, slipped from her—lost to the happy river below. The king, focus of all this reverence and admiration, quieted the exuberant courtiers, who seemed unable to tire of singing Madame’s praises. He rode away, not wishing even the faintest risk through the silken curtains to offend the woman’s modesty or the dignity of the princess.

A deep stillness descended, enveloping the scene. From inside the boat—the stirring curtains, the scurry of attendants—it was clear there was activity and excitement. The king smiled at the buzz of courtiers around him, but plainly ignored most of their comments. Scarcely had the sound of rings sliding on the curtain rods hinted that Madame was dressed and ready to reappear, than the king took up his former position, moving briskly to the riverbank. He summoned anyone whose duty or wish it was to attend to Madame.

The pages hurried ahead, leading the horses, while the carriages that had waited under the trees rolled up to the tent, followed by a crowd of servants, bearers, and ladies’ maids. While their masters bathed, these attendants had exchanged their own observations and gossip—a day’s worth of conversation that was as quickly forgotten as the river erased every trace. The water, like the actors themselves, faded into time.

A lively crowd gathered by the riverbank, not counting the local peasants flocking for a rare glimpse of the king and princess. For a few minutes, it was cheerful chaos. The king stepped down from his horse—a gesture promptly copied by all the courtiers—and offered his hat to Madame. She wore a rich riding costume that showed her graceful figure—a fine wool trimmed with silver. Her hair, dark as jet and still damp, flowed over her white shoulders.

Joy sparkled in her lovely eyes. Calm, yet full of energy, she deeply inhaled the air under a lace parasol held by one of her attendants. There was nothing more charming, elegant, or poetic than the two figures beneath the rose-tinted parasol: the king, showing off white teeth in a constant smile, and Madame, whose dark eyes glinted like jewels in the parasol’s shifting pink glow.

Madame feigned difficulty mounting her horse—a stocky but splendid pure white Andalusian with the head and spirit of an Arab or Spanish steed, its long tail sweeping the ground. The king lifted her as effortlessly as if she were a feather, her delicate arm circling his neck like a band of marble. As Louis set her on the horse, he accidentally brushed his lips over her arm, which, uncovered, had no defense. After the princess thanked her royal attendant, everyone mounted at once.

The king and Madame stepped aside to let the carriages, outriders, and runners pass. Free from the restrictions of etiquette, many bold young riders galloped after the carriages that carried the maids of honor—each as dazzling as a nymph attending on Diana. A rush of laughter, banter, and cheerful confusion filled the air.

The king and Madame, however, kept their horses to a walk. Behind them, a handful of courtiers—those keen to remain close to royalty—followed at a respectful distance, holding back their eager horses to match the pace, relishing clever conversation with companions who, using the most perfect manners, could spin a thousand sharp and witty comments about the company. Laughter was held in, the edge of their irony so fine that even Monsieur, absent and unfortunate, was a target—though De Guiche was pitied, and, truth be told, deserved their sympathy.

After allowing their horses a brief rest and sharing all the quips inspired by the courtiers and the pageantry, the king and Madame set off together at a lively gallop, their horses’ hooves clattering through the woods. Beneath the trees, there was much confidential talk, deep observations, and constant bursts of laughter—all the way to the outriders at the head of the procession.

Shouts and laughter spread among the party. Magpies and jays flew up, their rough cries echoing in the oaks, the cuckoo fell silent, and flocks of tiny birds darted away, while the startled deer made for the river. This joyful, chattering crowd, spreading excitement and energy, announced their arrival at the château with their own commotion.

As the king and Madame reached the village, cheers greeted them. Madame quickly searched for Monsieur, feeling he had been excluded from joy too often. The king, meanwhile, entered to see the queens, knowing he owed a certain one a gesture of thanks for his extended absence.

But Madame was refused entry to Monsieur’s rooms; she was told he was asleep. Instead of being welcomed by Maria Theresa’s usual smile, the king found Anne of Austria waiting in the gallery. She took his hand and led him away to her own quarters.

What passed between them remains a secret, especially what the queen-mother said to Louis XIV. But the king’s irritation as he left suggested the conversation’s tone. Since our role is to explain, we promise the events will be made clear in the next chapter.




Chapter XXXVII: The Butterfly-Chase

As the king retired to his rooms to think and give some instructions, he noticed a small note on the dressing table, written in an oddly disguised hand. He opened it and read: “Come quickly, I have a thousand things to say to you.”

The king and Madame had not been apart long enough for these “thousand things” to arise from the three thousand words they’d already exchanged on their journey from Vulaines to Fontainebleau. The note’s rushed and somewhat frantic tone gave the king something to ponder. He paid little attention to his appearance and immediately went to see Madame.

To avoid it looking like she was waiting for him, the princess had gone out to the gardens with her ladies. When the king learned she was in the gardens, he gathered every gentleman he could find and invited them to join him. He found Madame chasing butterflies on a wide lawn lined with heliotrope and blooming broom. She watched as one of her youngest, most daring ladies darted about, her back to a tall hedge, ready for the king, with whom she had arranged to meet. The sound of many approaching footsteps on the gravel made her turn. Louis XIV appeared, hatless, having just knocked down a peacock butterfly with his cane, which Monsieur de Saint-Aignan had retrieved from the grass.

“You see, Madame,” said the king as he approached, “I, too, am hunting on your behalf!” He turned to his companions and added, “Gentlemen, see if you can collect as many for these ladies.” This was a signal for everyone to scatter.

The




Chapter XXXVIII: What Was Caught after the Butterflies

The two young people stood together for a moment, heads bowed as if weighted by the newfound love blooming in their hearts—a love that fills those of twenty with countless joyful dreams. Henrietta occasionally glanced sideways at the king. Hers was a refined nature, capable of introspection and observation at once. In that moment, she detected the presence of Love hidden deep within Louis’s heart, like a skilled diver finding a pearl on the sea bed. She sensed Louis’s hesitation, perhaps even doubt; his tentative, uncertain heart needed reassurance.

“And so?” she asked, breaking the silence.

“What do you mean?” Louis replied after a moment’s pause.

“I mean I must return to the resolution I made.”

“To what resolution?”

“To the one I previously shared with Your Majesty.”

“When?”

“On the very day we discussed Monsieur’s jealousy.”

“What did you say then?” Louis asked, his voice tinged with worry.

“Do you not remember, Sire?”

“Alas! If it brings me unhappiness, I shall remember soon enough.”

“A source of unhappiness for me alone, Sire,” Madame Henrietta replied. “But since it must be, I must accept it.”

“At least, tell me what it is,” the king pleaded.

“Absence.”

“Is that still your firm decision?”

“Believe me, sire, I didn’t come to it without a fierce struggle; I must return to England.”

“Never, never will I allow you to leave France,” the king exclaimed.

“And yet, sire,” Madame replied, a gentle sadness in her voice with a hint of resolve, “nothing could be more necessary. In fact, I am sure it is your mother’s wish as well.”

“Wish!” the king responded, his brow creased. “That’s a curious word to use with me.”

“Still,” Madame Henrietta said with a smile, “are you not happy to grant the wish of such a good mother?”

“Enough, I beg you; you are tearing at my very soul.”

“I?”

“Yes; you speak of your departure so calmly.”

“I was not born for happiness, sire,” the princess replied, her voice marked by gentle sorrow. “From my youth, I’ve learned to see my deepest desires thwarted.”

“Is that true?” the king asked. “Would leaving truly end any of your cherished dreams?”

“If I were to say ‘yes,’ would you then bear your loss gracefully?”

“How cruel you are!”

“Be careful, sire; someone is approaching.”

The king looked around and said, “No, there’s no one,” before going on, “Come, Henrietta, rather than trying to deal with Monsieur’s jealousy by leaving—a solution that would break my heart—”

Henrietta shrugged doubtfully.

“Yes,” Louis insisted, “it would kill me, I assure you. Instead of fixating on your departure, isn’t there some other idea—imagination, or your heart—that offers an alternative?”

“What do you expect my heart to suggest?”

“Tell me, how can one prove to another that jealousy is without cause?”

“First and foremost, sire, by giving no reason for jealousy; that is, by loving only the person in question.”

“Oh! I was hoping for more than that.”

“What did you expect?”

“That you would say that those who are jealous can be calmed by hiding feelings for the one who inspires those fears.”

“Deceit is difficult, sire.”

“Yet only by overcoming difficulties do we achieve happiness.”

“As for me, I swear I’ll prove the envious wrong by pretending to treat you as I would any other woman.”

“That’s a risky and foolish approach,” the young princess answered, shaking her lovely head.

“You always dwell on the negative, dear Henrietta,” Louis replied, a touch of frustration in his tone. “You dismiss every suggestion I make. At least offer an alternative. Please, try. I have full faith in a woman’s imagination.”

“Do you create in turn?”

“Well, sire, I have an idea. Will you listen?”

“Can you even ask? You talk of a matter of life or death, and wonder if I’ll listen.”

“Well, I base my thinking on my own experience. If my husband tried to hide another woman from me, there’s one thing that would reassure me most.”

“What is that?”

“First, I would want to see that he completely ignored that woman.”

“Exactly. That’s just what I’ve said.”

“True, but to be truly reassured, I would also need to see him absorbed by someone else.”

“Ah! That’s what you mean,” Louis replied, smiling.

“But admit it, dear Henrietta, while the method is clever, it’s hardly kind.”

“Why not?”

“In easing a jealous mind, you wound a heart. Yes, the anxiety fades, but the real pain remains, and that seems even worse.”

“I agree; but he never knows the real danger. He holds no grudge against love itself; he only fights a battle that harms no one. In short, sire, I’m surprised you oppose my plan. Maybe it’s cruel to the jealous, but it greatly benefits lovers. Besides, who, apart from you, ever thinks of pitying the jealous? They are never at rest, always upset, right or wrong. You might remove what causes their distress, but never their suffering.”

It is a disease of the mind, and, like all imagined ills, it is incurable. On that note, I recall a saying from the late Dr. Dawley, a clever and witty man. Had my brother’s trust not kept him away, I’d still have him with me. He would say, “When faced with two troubles, pick the one easiest to bear, and I’ll let you keep it. For—it is a fact,” he would add, “this very illness helps me get rid of the other.”

“Well said, Henrietta,” the king replied, smiling.

“Yes, we have some clever minds in London, sire.”

“And clever minds make delightful pupils.”

I’ll grant Daley, Darley, Dawley—whatever you call him—a pension for his saying. But first, Henrietta, start by choosing the lesser of your evils. You don’t respond; you just smile. I suspect that your least worry is your stay in France. Keep that thought, and to handle the rest, I’ll start today finding a distraction—a way to divert all jealous attention from both of us.

“Hush! Someone really is coming now,” Madame said, bending to pick a flower from the thick grass at her feet. Indeed, a group of young girls now descended the hill, chasing after the cavaliers. Their commotion was over a magnificent hawk-moth, its wings like delicate rose petals.

The prize had landed in the net of Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente, who proudly showed off her catch to her less fortunate friends. She had settled herself about twenty paces from where Louis and Madame Henrietta rested against an ivy-clad oak. She fastened the butterfly to the tall stick she carried. Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente was beautiful, and the gentlemen, drawn by her allure, left their companions and flocked to her, all eager to offer compliments.

The king and princess watched, thoughtful, like adults observing the games of children.

“They seem to be enjoying themselves,” the king remarked.

“Yes, sire; I’ve always noticed that wherever there is youth and beauty, joy follows,” replied Madame Henrietta.

“What do you think of Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente, Henrietta?” the king asked.

“I think her complexion has a shade too much flaxen and lily-white,” Madame remarked, quickly finding the only flaw in the almost perfect beauty of the future Madame de Montespan.

“Perhaps a little too fair, yes; but still, I find her beautiful.”

“Is that truly your opinion, sire?”

“Yes, absolutely.”

“Then I share it as well.”

“And she seems to attract plenty of attention.”

“That’s no surprise. Admirers shift from one to another. If we had chased lovers as we do butterflies, just look at those around her—a great hunt indeed.”

“Tell me, Henrietta, what would happen if the king joined those suitors and favored her? Would anyone else become jealous?”

“Oh! Sire, Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente is a very effective remedy,” Madame sighed. “She could certainly cure a jealous man, but might also spark jealousy in a woman.”

“Henrietta,” Louis exclaimed, “you fill my heart with happiness.”

“Yes, Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente is far too beautiful to serve as just a mask.”

“A king’s mask,” Madame Henrietta replied with a smile, “should indeed be beautiful.”

“Do you advise me, then, to pursue this?”

“What can I say, sire, except that to offer you such advice would be giving you a weapon against myself? It would be folly or arrogance for me to suggest you pretend to love someone more beautiful than the woman you truly care for.”

The king reached for Madame’s hand, his look searching hers, and then whispered soft words too low for even the attentive historian to hear. Then, more clearly, he said, “You must choose for me the one who will comfort our jealous friend. To her, I will devote my attention and every moment I can spare from my duties.”

“For her will bloom the flower I might have picked for you, the cherished thoughts that come from you. To her, I’ll give the look I cannot share with you—a glance the world must not notice. But choose with care, so that when offering her the rose I have picked, it is you who have trapped me; my eyes, my hand, my lips may turn toward you in spite of everything, even if my secret were discovered by all.”

At these passionate words, Madame blushed, breathless, joyous, proud—almost giddy from delight. She was at a loss for words; her pride and longing for attention were completely fulfilled.

“I shall fail,” she said, lifting her dark eyes, “but not in the way you wish, for all the incense you wish to offer another goddess. Ah!”

“Sire, I too shall feel a pang of jealousy, and wish it back for myself; I wouldn’t want even a bit of it lost. So, with your permission, I’ll choose someone least likely to distract you, and whose presence will keep my image fresh and undiminished in your heart.”

“Happily for me,” the king replied, “your heart is not harsh or cold. If it were, I’d fear the threat you hint at. As it is, safeguards are in place, and it would be difficult for you—or myself—to find displeasure here.”

As the king spoke, Madame rose and looked over the green. After a careful and silent search, she beckoned to the king and said, “Look over there, sire, on the slope by the Guelder roses. Do you see that lovely girl walking alone, with head bowed, arms at her sides, eyes focused on flowers she treads, as if lost in thought?”

“Mademoiselle de Vallière, you mean?” the king asked.

“Yes.”

“Oh!”

“Will she not do for you, sire?”

“Just see how slight the child is. She’s barely more than skin and bone.”

“Am I stout then?”

“She seems so sad.”

“All the better, it fits for me who’s accused of being too cheerful.”

“She is lame.”

“Are you certain?”

“Without doubt.”

“Look, she lets everyone go ahead, fearing her flaw will be seen.”

“Well, she won’t run as fast as Daphne, nor escape Apollo.”

“Henrietta,” the king said, annoyed, “you’ve chosen the one least favored among your maids of honor.”

“Yet she is still one of my maids of honor.”

“Of course, but what do you mean?”

“To see this new goddess, you’ll have to visit my rooms. Propriety prevents you from seeing her alone; you must see her in my presence, and speak through me. Any jealous onlookers will think you’re attending to Mademoiselle de la Vallière, not to me.”

“Who happens to be lame.”

“Not exactly.”

“Who hardly speaks.”

“But when she does, her teeth are lovely.”

“Who could be a model for an osteologist.”

“Your attention will change her appearance.”

“Henrietta!”

“Still, you gave me the choice.”

“Alas! Yes.”

“Then it’s settled: she is my choice, and you must accept.”

“Oh! I would take one of the furies if you insisted.”

“La Vallière is as gentle as a lamb; don’t worry, she’ll never argue when you tell her you love her,” Madame said with a laugh. “You aren’t afraid I’ll say too much to her, are you?”

“It would be for my sake.”

“Then the treaty is made?”

“More than made—it’s signed. You will give me a brother’s friendship, a brother’s attention, the gallantry of a monarch, won’t you?”

“I’ll keep a heart that already knows how to beat only at your command.”

“Excellent. Don’t you see we have secured our future?”

“I trust so.”

“Will your mother stop seeing me as an enemy?”

“Yes.”

“Will Maria Theresa stop speaking Spanish in front of Monsieur, who hates foreign tongues because he always suspects he’s being talked about?”

“And finally,” the princess went on, “will people keep misreading the king’s affections when, truly, all we offer each other is genuine sympathy, without hidden motives?”

“Yes, yes,” the king said, hesitating. “But there are still other things people might say about us.”

“What could they say, sire? Will we never be allowed peace?”

“People could say I have no taste; but what does my pride matter compared to your peace of mind?”

“Your peace of mind, sire, and our family’s too, I should say. But I ask you, do not judge La Vallière quickly. She may be a little lame, it’s true, but hers is a quick mind. Besides, everything you touch, sire, turns to gold.”

“Well, Madame, know this: I am grateful. You may yet make me pay dearly for your presence in France.”

“Sire, someone is coming.”

“Well?”

“One last thing.”

“Speak.”

“You are wise and insightful, sire, but in this case, you’ll need all your prudence and judgment.”

“Oh!” Louis laughed, “from today onward, I will show you how well I can play the part of a tender lover.”

After luncheon comes the walk in the woods, then supper, and the ballet at ten.”

“I know.”

“My passion will burn brighter than the fireworks, more steadily than Colbert’s lanterns. It will be so dazzling that the queens and Monsieur will be nearly blinded by it.”

“Be careful, sire, be careful.”

“For Heaven’s sake, what have I done?”

“I begin to recall the compliments I paid you. Wise one! Prudent one! Did I say that? And now, here you are already launching into the most reckless inconsistency! Can passion really blaze up like a torch at a moment’s notice?”

“Can a king, like you, with no warning, kneel before a girl like La Vallière?”

“Ah, Henrietta, now I understand. We haven’t even started, and you’re already reining me in.”

“No, I’m only asking you to use some restraint. Let your passion kindle slowly, not in a sudden blaze. Just as Jupiter’s thunder and lightning herald the storm before flames engulf the palace, everything must have its beginning.”

“If you get so excited so soon, few will believe your feelings, and many will think you mad—if, indeed, the truth isn’t guessed. The public isn’t so foolish as they seem.”

The king had to admit Madame was wise in her counsel, though lacking subtlety. He bowed and said, “Agreed, Madame. I’ll carefully plan my campaign: great generals—my cousin De Conde, for instance—grow pale over battle plans before moving a single army. So I hope to design a full campaign for the heart, as love has its own tactics. I will halt at the village of Little Attentions, then the hamlet of Love-Letters, before traveling the road of Open Affection. The path is clear enough, and Madame de Scudery would never forgive me for missing a single stop.”

“Oh! Now that we’ve regained our senses, let’s say farewell, sire?”

“Alas, it must be so, for see, we are interrupted.”

“Yes, indeed,” Henrietta said, “they are bringing Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente and her enigmatic butterfly with much ceremony this way.”

“It’s agreed that tonight, during the promenade, I will slip into the forest to find La Vallière without you.”

“I will make sure she is sent away.”

“Good!”

“I’ll speak to her among her friends, then let my first arrow fly.”

“Be skillful,” Madame replied laughing, “and aim for the heart.”

With that, the princess bid farewell to the king and went forward to greet the merry group, who approached with great fanfare and bursts of trumpeted mimicry.




Chapter XXXIX: The Ballet of the Seasons

After the banquet, served promptly at five o’clock, the king retreated to his cabinet, where his tailors awaited him to fit the famous costume representing Spring. This creation was the result of boundless imagination and countless hours of effort from the court’s designers and artisans. As for the ballet itself, everyone knew their roles and how to perform them. The king had decided to keep the performance a surprise.

He had barely finished his meeting and entered his apartment when he summoned his two masters of ceremonies, Villeroy and Saint-Aignan. Both responded that they were ready and only awaited his orders, but emphasized the need for clear weather and a suitable night before proceeding.

The king opened his window, where the pale gold shades of evening touched the horizon through the wooded vistas. The moon, white as snow, was already climbing the sky. Not a ripple disturbed the surface of the green waters; even the swans, resting with their wings folded like ships at anchor, seemed to embody the warmth of the air, the freshness of the water, and the calmness of this beautiful evening.

After taking in this magnificent scene, the king gave the order that De Villeroy and De Saint-Aignan had been waiting for. However, to ensure his command was carried out in a truly royal manner, he asked the two gentlemen one last question: “Do you have any money?”

“Sire,” replied Saint-Aignan, “we have arranged everything with M. Colbert.”

“Ah! Very well!”

“Yes, sire. Monsieur Colbert said he would come see you as soon as you expressed your intention to proceed with the festivities for which he has provided the program.”

“Let him come in, then,” the king replied. It seemed as if Colbert had been listening at the door, eager to stay informed about the conversation, for he entered the moment the king spoke his name to the two courtiers.

“Ah! Monsieur Colbert,” the king greeted him.

“Gentlemen, to your posts,” said Saint-Aignan and Villeroy as they took their leave. The king settled into an easy chair by the window and remarked, “The ballet will take place this evening, M. Colbert.”

“In that case, sire, I will settle all accounts tomorrow.”

“Why is that?”

“I promised the tradespeople I would pay their bills the day after the ballet.”

“Very well, M. Colbert, pay them, since you’ve made that promise.”

“Of course, sire; but I need the funds to do so.”

“What? Hasn’t the four million that M. Fouquet promised been sent?”

“I forgot to ask you about it.”

“Sire, the arrangements were executed as promised.”

“Well?”

“Well, sire, the colored lamps, the fireworks, the musicians, and the cooks have consumed four million in just eight days.”

“Entirely?”

“To the last penny. Each time your Majesty ordered the banks of the grand canal to be illuminated, as much oil was used as there was water in the basins.”

“Well, well, M. Colbert; so it seems you have no more money?”

“I have none left, sire, but M. Fouquet does,” Colbert replied, a dark glimmer of satisfaction crossing his face.

“What do you mean?” Louis asked. “We have already had M. Fouquet advance six million. He has given so generously that it’s clear he has more to offer, should it be needed—which it is at this moment. Therefore, it is essential that he complies.”

The king frowned.

“M. Colbert,” he said, emphasizing the financier’s name, “that is not how I understood the situation. I do not wish to use any form of pressure against my servants that might burden them or hinder their ability to serve me. In eight days, M. Fouquet has provided six million; that is a considerable amount.”

Colbert’s face went pale.

“Yet,” he replied, “your majesty did not express this sentiment earlier, for instance, when the news about Belle-Isle arrived.”

“You’re right, M. Colbert.”

“Nothing has changed since then; in fact, it’s quite the opposite.”

“In my mind, monsieur, everything has changed.”

“Does your majesty no longer believe in the disloyal attempt?”

“My affairs are my own, monsieur; I have already told you I handle




Chapter XL: The Nymphs of the Park of Fontainebleau

The king paused for a moment to savor a triumph as complete as it could be. He then turned his attention to Madame, eager to admire her in her own right.

Young people often love with a passion that can outshine those more advanced in years, perhaps with greater intensity and deeper feeling. Yet, their other emotions also develop alongside their youth and energy. Vanity, for them, often mirrors love, which means that love never reaches the level of maturity found in people between thirty and thirty-five. Louis thought of Madame, but only after he had considered himself; and Madame, in turn, focused solely on herself, giving no thought to the king. The true victim of these royal affections and aspirations was poor De Guiche. His agitation and exhaustion were obvious to all—especially notable since he was usually seen with his arms confidently at his sides, his head high, and his eyes sparkling with intelligence. Rarely did anyone express concern for him when discussions of elegance or taste arose; most attributed De Guiche’s defeat to his skill as a courtier. Yet, there were others—keen observers, as always, at court—who noticed his pallor and the change in his demeanor, which he could neither pretend nor hide. Their conclusion was that De Guiche was not just playing the role of a flatterer.

All the sufferings, successes, and comments were drowned in the uproar of applause. However, when the queens expressed their satisfaction and the audience erupted with enthusiasm, the king retired to his dressing room to change costumes. Meanwhile, Monsieur, enjoying his role as a woman, danced about joyfully.

De Guiche, having regained his composure, approached Madame, who was seated at the back of the theater, waiting for the second act. She had distanced herself from the others to create a sense of solitude amid the crowd, allowing herself to reflect on the choreography in peace. Deep in thought, she seemed oblivious—or perhaps deliberately indifferent—to the happenings around her.

Seeing her alone near a thicket made of painted cloth, De Guiche moved closer. Two of her maids of honor, dressed as hamadryads, stepped back respectfully as he approached. He ventured into the center of the circle and bowed to her royal highness. Whether she acknowledged him or not, the princess did not even turn her head. A chill ran through De Guiche; he was surprised by her coldness. He had neither witnessed nor heard about the events that had taken place, leaving him in the dark.

Realizing his bow had gone unnoticed, he stepped closer and, trying to steady his voice, said, “I have the honor to present my most humble respects to your royal highness.”

At this, Madame finally deigned to look languidly at the comte, observing him.

“Ah! M. de Guiche, is that you? Good day!”

The comte struggled to maintain his composure as he continued, “Your royal highness danced most charmingly just now.”

“Do you really think so?” she replied, her tone indifferent. “Yes, the character you portrayed fits you perfectly.”

Madame turned to face De Guiche directly, her gaze bright and unwavering. “Why do you say that?”

“Oh, there’s no doubt about it.”

“Please, explain.”

“You embodied a divinity—beautiful, disdainful, inconstant.”

“Are you referring to Pomona, comte?”

“I mean the goddess in general.”

Madame fell silent for a moment, her lips pressed together, then remarked, “But, Comte, you are an excellent dancer as well.”

“No, Madame, I am merely one of those who go unnoticed or are quickly forgotten if they ever catch anyone’s attention.”

With that, he let out a deep sigh that seemed to resonate within him, his heart heavy with sorrow, his thoughts racing, and his gaze unfocused. Breathless, he bowed and slipped away behind the thicket.

The only response Madame offered was a slight shrug of her shoulders. As her ladies-in-waiting discreetly withdrew during the conversation, she summoned them back with a glance. The ladies were Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente and Mademoiselle de Montalais.

“Did you hear what the Comte de Guiche said?” the princess asked.

“No,” they replied.

“It’s truly remarkable,” she continued, her tone laced with sympathy, “how exile has dulled poor M. de Guiche’s wit.” Then, raising her voice slightly, as if afraid her unfortunate subject might miss a word, she added, “First, he danced poorly, and then his comments were utterly foolish.”

With that, she rose, humming the tune to which she was about to dance. Unbeknownst to her, de Guiche had overheard everything.

The arrow pierced his heart, wounding him deeply. At the risk of disturbing the festivities with his distress, he fled the scene, tearing his beautiful Autumn costume to pieces and scattering the branches of vines, mulberry, and almond trees, along with all the other artificial trappings of his assumed divinity. A quarter of an hour later, he returned to the theater. It was only through a powerful effort of will over his overwhelming emotions that he managed to come back; or perhaps, as love often compels, he found it impossible to stay away from the one who had wounded his heart.

Madame was finishing her dance. She noticed De Guiche but chose not to acknowledge him as she passed, flanked by her nymphs and closely followed by a throng of admirers. Meanwhile, at the far end of the theater, near the lake, a young woman sat with her gaze fixed on one of the windows, from which streams of light poured forth—the very window of the royal box.

As De Guiche stepped out of the theater, eager for the fresh air he desperately needed, he passed close to a figure and greeted her politely. Upon recognizing the young man, she stood up, as if caught off guard in the midst of thoughts she wished to keep private. De Guiche paused, his eyes widening in recognition. “Good evening, Mademoiselle de la Vallière; I’m truly fortunate to encounter you.”

“I, too, Monsieur de Guiche, am pleased by this unexpected meeting,” the young woman replied, preparing to take her leave.

“Please don’t go,” De Guiche implored, reaching out toward her. “That would contradict the kind words you’ve just spoken. Stay, I beg you; the evening is so beautiful.”

You wish to escape the noisy excitement and prefer your own company. I can understand that; all women with any depth of feeling do. Such women never find themselves bored or lonely when they step away from the dizzying whirl of these amusements. Oh! Heaven!” he exclaimed suddenly.

“What’s the matter, Monsieur le Comte?” La Vallière asked, her voice tinged with concern. “You seem agitated.”

“I!

“Oh, no!”

“May I take this opportunity, M. de Guiche, to express my gratitude that I intended to share with you at the first chance? I know it is due to your recommendation that I have a place among Madame’s maids of honor.”

“Indeed! Ah, now I remember, and I congratulate myself. Are you in love with anyone?”

“I!” La Vallière exclaimed, startled.

“Forgive me; I hardly know what I’m saying. A thousand times, forgive me. Madame was right—quite right. This cruel exile has completely turned my brain.”

“And yet, it seemed to me that the king received you with kindness.”

“Do you think so? Received me with kindness—perhaps so, yes.”

“There can be no doubt he welcomed you warmly, especially since you returned without his permission.”

“That’s true, and I believe you’re right. But have you seen M. de Bragelonne here?”

La Vallière flinched at the mention of his name. “Why do you ask?” she replied. “Have I offended you again?” De Guiche asked.

“In that case, I am indeed unhappy and greatly to be pitied.”

“Yes, very unhappy, and very much to be pitied, Monsieur de Guiche, for you seem to be suffering terribly.”

“Oh! Mademoiselle, why do I not have a devoted sister or a true friend like you?”

“You have friends, Monsieur de Guiche. The Vicomte de Bragelonne, whom you just mentioned, is, I believe, one of the most devoted.”

“Yes, yes, you’re right; he is one of my best friends. Farewell, Mademoiselle de la Vallière, farewell.” With that, he fled along the banks of the lake, as if possessed. His dark shadow stretched and lengthened, disappearing among the illuminated yews and the shimmering water. La Vallière watched him go, murmuring, “Yes, yes, he, too, is suffering, and I’m beginning to understand why.”

She had barely finished when her companions, Mademoiselle de Montalais and Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente, rushed forward. Having been released from their duties, they had changed out of their nymph costumes. Thrilled by the lovely night and the evening’s success, they returned to check on their friend.

“What, you’re already here!” they exclaimed upon seeing her. “We thought we’d be the first at the rendezvous.”

“I’ve been here for a quarter of an hour,” La Valliere replied. “Didn’t the dancing entertain you?”

“No.”

“But surely the enchanting spectacle?”

“No more than the dancing. When it comes to beauty, I much prefer what these dark woods offer, where, deep within, a light flickers in one direction and then another, like an eye, shimmering in colors like a midnight rainbow—sometimes open, sometimes closed.”

“La Valliere is quite the poet,” Tonnay-Charente remarked.

“In other words,” Montalais interjected, “she’s impossible. Whenever we’re supposed to be laughing or having fun, La Valliere starts to cry; yet when we girls have a reason to be upset—maybe we’ve misplaced our dresses, or our vanity is bruised, or our costumes disappoint—La Valliere laughs.”

“As for me, that’s not my temperament,” Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente stated.

“I am a woman, and there are few like me. Whoever loves me flatters me; whoever flatters me pleases me; and whoever pleases—”

“Well!” interrupted Montalais, “you aren’t finishing.”

“It’s too complicated,” replied Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente, laughing heartily. “Why don’t you, with your wit, finish it for me?”

“And what about you, Louise?” Montalais asked. “Does anyone please you?”

“That’s a matter that concerns no one but me,” the young girl replied, rising from the mossy bank where she had been reclining during the ballet. “Now, mesdemoiselles, we agreed to enjoy ourselves tonight without anyone watching over us and without an escort. There are three of us, we like each other, and the night is wonderful. Look—do you see the moon rising slowly, casting silver light on the topmost branches of the chestnuts and oaks? Oh, what a beautiful walk!”

Sweet liberty! Exquisite soft turf of the woods, how your companionship brings me such joy! Let us walk arm in arm toward those grand trees. Over there, everyone is seated at the table, fully occupied or preparing to dress for a formal promenade. Horses are being saddled, and carriages are being made ready—whether it’s the queen’s mules or Madame’s four white ponies. As for us, we’ll soon find a secluded spot where no one can see us and no footsteps will follow. Do you remember, Montalais, the woods of Cheverny and Chambord, the countless rustling poplars of Blois, where we shared our hopes?

“And our confidences too?”

“Yes.”

“Well,” replied Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente, “I do think a lot, but I make sure—”

“To say nothing,” Montalais interjected, “so that when Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente thinks, Athenais is the only one who knows.”

“Hush!” Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente whispered, “I hear footsteps approaching from this side.”

“Quick, quick, then, into the tall reeds,” Montalais urged. “Bend down, Athenais, you’re so tall.”

Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente obliged, and almost immediately, they spotted two gentlemen approaching, their heads bent low as they walked arm in arm along the fine gravel path that ran parallel to the bank.

The young girls had indeed made themselves small—almost invisible. “It’s Monsieur de Guiche,” Montalais whispered in Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente’s ear. “And it’s Monsieur de Bragelonne,” the latter murmured to La Vallière. The two young men drew closer, their conversation lively and spirited.

“She was just here,” the count said. “If I hadn’t spoken to her, I would have thought I was imagining things.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, but I might have frightened her.”

“How so?”

“Oh! I was still half out of my mind, so she could hardly have understood what I was saying and must have grown alarmed.”

“Oh!” said Bragelonne, “don’t worry. She’s all kindness and will forgive you. She’s perceptive and will understand.”

“Yes, but if she does understand—if she understands too well—she might talk.”

“You don’t know Louise, Count,” Raoul replied. “Louise has every virtue and not a single flaw.” The two young men continued their walk, their voices soon fading into the distance.

“How is it that the Vicomte de Bragelonne referred to you as Louise?” Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente asked La Vallière.

“We grew up together,” Louise replied, blushing. “M. de Bragelonne has honored me by asking for my hand in marriage, but—”

“Well?”

“It seems the king will not consent to it.”

“Why on earth would the king care? What does he have to do with it?” Aure exclaimed sharply.

“Goodness! Does the king have any right to interfere in matters like this? Politics are politics, as M. de Mazarin used to say, but love is love. So, if you really love M. de Bragelonne, then marry him.”

“I give my consent.”

Athenais laughed. “Oh! I’m being serious,” Montalais replied. “My opinion in this matter is just as valid as the king’s, wouldn’t you agree, Louise?”

“Come on,” La Valliere said. “Now that the gentlemen have passed, let’s take advantage of our solitude and cross the open ground to find refuge in the woods.”

“That’s a great idea,” Athenais replied. “I see torches leaving the chateau and the theater; they seem to be escorting someone important.”

“Then let’s run!” the three of them exclaimed. With a graceful lift of their long silk skirts, they dashed across the open space between the lake and the thickest part of the park. Montalais was as agile as a deer, while Athenais, eager as a young wolf, bounded through the dry grass. In the dim light, a bold Acteon might have glimpsed their graceful forms fleetingly revealed beneath the heavy folds of their satin petticoats.

La Valliere, more delicate and shy, let her dress flow around her. Hampered by a slight limp, she soon called to her friends to wait, and they paused, courteously allowing her to catch up.

At that moment, a man hidden in a dry ditch lined with young willow saplings scrambled up its sloped side and hurried off toward the chateau. Meanwhile, the three young girls reached the outskirts of the park, familiar with every path that wound through it. The ditches were bordered by tall hedges full of flowers, shielding pedestrians from the horses and carriages passing by. In the distance, the sound of Madame’s and the queen’s carriages echoed on the hard, dry ground, along with the clatter of mounted cavaliers. Distant music floated through the air, and as the soft notes faded, a nightingale, proud and confident, filled the night with its melodious song—its finest, most intricate, and sweetest music for those gathered beneath the thick canopy of the woods. Nearby, in the shadowy depths of the towering trees, the gleaming eyes of an owl watched, drawn by the enchanting harmony.

In this way, the fête of the entire court became a celebration for the mysterious inhabitants of the forest as well. The deer in the thicket, the pheasant perched on a branch, and the fox nestled in its den were all listening attentively. One could sense the life of this secret and unseen population from the sudden rustling among the leaves. Our woodland nymphs let out a soft cry, but quickly reassured each other, they laughed and continued on their way. Thus, they arrived at the royal oak, a venerable tree that, in its prime, had listened to the sighs of Henry II for the beautiful Diane de Poitiers, and later to those of Henry IV for the enchanting Gabrielle d’Estrées.

Beneath this oak, the gardeners had spread moss and turf in such a way that no seat had ever provided greater comfort to the weary limbs of man or monarch. The trunk, though somewhat rough to lean against, was wide enough to accommodate the three young girls, whose voices now drifted among the branches stretching skyward.




Chapter XLI: What Was Said under the Royal Oak

The gentle air and the stillness of the leaves subtly encouraged the young women to turn their lively conversation to more serious matters. Montalais, the most spirited among them, was the first to succumb to this mood. She let out a deep sigh and said, “How wonderful it is to be here alone, free, and able to speak openly, especially among ourselves.”

“Yes,” replied Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente, “because at court, no matter how dazzling, there’s always some deceit hidden beneath the velvet and diamonds.”

“I,” La Vallière interjected, “never tell a lie; when I cannot tell the truth, I simply remain silent.”

“You won’t stay in favor for long,” Montalais warned. “It’s not like it was at Blois, where we could confide all our little troubles and hopes to the dowager Madame.”

There were days when Madame would reminisce about her own youth, and on those days, anyone who talked with her found a true friend. She told stories of her flirtations with Monsieur, while we recounted rumors of her other supposed adventures. Poor woman, so innocent! She laughed at the gossip, just as we did. Where is she now?

“Ah, Montalais—our cheerful Montalais!” exclaimed La Vallière. “See, you’re sighing again; the woods have softened you, and you’re almost sensible tonight.”

“You both shouldn’t miss the court at Blois so much,” Athenais interjected, “unless you’re unhappy here with us. Court is just a place for men and women to speak about things mothers, guardians, and especially confessors, sternly disapprove of.”

“Oh, Athenais!” Louise said, her cheeks reddening.

“Athenais is being very frank tonight,” Montalais remarked. “Let’s take advantage of it.”

“Yes, let’s make the most of it, for tonight I feel I could share the deepest secrets of my heart.”

“Ah, if only M. Montespan were here!” Montalais sighed.

“Do you think I’m in love with M. de Montespan?” the beautiful girl murmured. “He’s handsome, isn’t he?”

“Yes, and that’s certainly an advantage in my eyes.”

“See? There you go—”

“I’ll go further and say that of all the men we meet here, he’s the most handsome and the—”

“What was that?” La Vallière suddenly cried, standing up from the mossy bank.

“A deer passing by, perhaps.”

“I only fear men,” Athenais replied. “Especially when they don’t look like M. de Montespan.”

“Let’s stop teasing. M. de Montespan is certainly attentive to me, but that doesn’t bind me in any way. Isn’t M. De Guiche the one who is so devoted to Madame?”

“Poor fellow!” La Vallière said. “But why feel sorry for him? Madame is certainly beautiful and high-born, I suppose.”

La Vallière shook her head sadly. “When you love someone, it’s not about their beauty or status; it’s about the heart—or maybe just the eyes—of the person you love.”

Montalais laughed. “Heart, eyes—oh, sugar-plums!”

“I’m only speaking about myself,” La Vallière insisted.

“Noble thoughts,” Athenais said protectively, though her indifference was plain.

“Don’t you feel the same?” Louise asked.

“Certainly; but let’s move on: why pity a man who’s devoted to a woman like Madame? If there’s any unfairness, it’s against the count.”

“Oh, no, no,” said La Vallière. “The unfairness is on Madame’s side.”

“Please, explain.”

“I will. Madame doesn’t even care to understand what love is. She treats the feeling the way children do fireworks, not realizing a single spark could burn down a palace. For her, it’s all about putting on a show; that’s what interests her.”

“Besides, her only desire is to weave her life’s fabric out of pleasure. M. de Guiche loves this illustrious woman, but she will never return his affection.”

Athenais laughed slightly. “Does anyone truly love?” she asked. “What happened to those noble feelings you just expressed? Isn’t a woman’s virtue proven by her steadfast refusal of any entanglement that could harm her reputation?”

A well-bred woman with a natural heart should let men admire her, make them fall in love—maybe even adore her—and, at most, say only once in her life, “I’m beginning to think I shouldn’t have been who I am; I should have found this one less detestable than the others.”

“So,” La Vallière exclaimed, “that’s what M. de Montespan can expect.”

“Certainly; just like anyone else. Have I not admitted his certain superiority? Isn’t that enough? My dear, a woman is queen only for as long as nature grants her sovereignty—from fifteen to thirty-five. After that, we can finally have a heart, though sometimes that’s all we have left—”

“Oh, oh!” murmured La Vallière.

“Excellent!” cried Montalais. “A truly remarkable woman. Athenais, you will definitely make your mark in the world.”

“Do you disagree?”

“Not in the least,” her laughing companion replied.

“But you can’t really mean it, Montalais?” Louise asked.

“Of course I do! I agree with everything Athenais has just said, only—”

“Only what?”

“Well, I can’t follow




Chapter XLII: The King’s Uneasiness

Let’s leave poor La Vallière, who had fainted in the arms of her two friends, and return to the shade of the royal oak. The young women had barely gone twenty steps when the sound that frightened them echoed again among the trees. A man’s figure appeared, barely visible. He pushed aside the branches and stepped to the edge of the wood. Noticing the area was empty, he burst out laughing.

There’s almost no need to say that the figure was a young and handsome cavalier, who immediately signaled to a second, who then appeared. “What, sire,” asked the second, approaching timidly, “have you scared off our young romantics?”

“So it seems,” replied the king, “so you can show yourself without worry.”

“Be careful, sire; you might be recognized.”

“I assure you, they’ve already fled.”

“This is a lucky event, sire. If I may, we should follow them.”

“They’re far enough away by now.”

“They’d easily let themselves be caught, especially if they knew who was following.”

“What do you mean by that, you coxcomb?”

“Well, one of them seems quite fond of me, and another just compared you to the sun.”

“All the more reason for us to hide, Saint-Aignan. The sun doesn’t come out at night.”

“Truly, sire, you have little curiosity. Were I in your place, I’d want to know who those two nymphs, those two dryads, those two hamadryads are, who speak so highly of us.”

“I assure you, I’ll recognize them without the need for pursuit.”

“And how will you do that?”

“By their voices, of course. They’re from court, and the one who spoke of me had a very sweet voice.”

“Ah! Your majesty lets flattery affect you.”

“Nobody could accuse you of that.”

“Please excuse my foolishness, sire.”

“Come; let’s go where I told you to.”

“What of the passion you confided in me—is it already forgotten?”

“Oh!”

“No, not at all. How could anyone forget such beautiful eyes as Mademoiselle de la Vallière’s?”

“Yet the other has a lovely voice.”

“Who?”

“The girl who fell in love with the sun.”

“M. de Saint-Aignan!”

“Pardon me, sire.”

“Well, I don’t mind if you think I like sweet voices as much as beautiful eyes. I know you love to gossip, and tomorrow I’ll pay for telling you this secret.”

“How so, sire?”

“Tomorrow, everyone will know I have my eye on little La Vallière. But mind you, Saint-Aignan—I’ve told only you. If anyone mentions it, I’ll know who betrayed me.”

“You’re angry, sire.”

“No; but I don’t want the poor girl to face any trouble because of me.”

“You can count on me, sire.”

“You promise?”

“On my honor.”

“Good,” thought the king, chuckling to himself. “Tomorrow everyone will know I’ve been following La Vallière tonight.”

Then, trying to regain his sense of direction, he said, “It seems we’re lost.”

“Not quite, sire.”

“That gate—where does it lead?”

“To Rond-Point, sire.”

“Is that where we were headed when we heard those voices?”

“Yes, sire; and I was honored to hear my name spoken along with your majesty’s.”

“You bring that up too often, Saint-Aignan.”

“Forgive me, sire, but it’s a pleasure to know a woman thinks of me, without my knowledge and without my ever having done anything for her. Your majesty can’t understand such satisfaction, as your rank and worth naturally draw attention.”

“No, no, Saint-Aignan, believe me or not,” said the king as he leaned easily on Saint-Aignan’s arm, hoping the path would take them to the château. “But this secret preference from someone who may never catch my eye—this mystery intrigues me. Truly, if I weren’t so taken with La Vallière—”

“Don’t let that affect your majesty’s wishes; you have all the time you need.”

“What do you mean?”

“They say La Vallière is rather strict in her ideas.”

“You rouse my curiosity, and I’m eager to see her again. Come, let’s walk on.”

The king was not telling the truth; in fact, he was very uneasy. But he played the part and hurried forward.

Saint-Aignan followed some distance behind. Suddenly, the king stopped, and his companion did the same. “Saint-Aignan,” he said, “do you hear someone crying?”

“Yes, sire, and I think there’s weeping, too.”

“That way,” said the king. “It sounds like the tears and sobs of a woman.”

“Run,” commanded the king, and they turned onto a side path, racing across the grass. As they drew near, the cries grew louder. “Help, help,” two voices pleaded.

As they ran, the sighs became loud sobs. The cry of “Help! Help!” rang out again, making the king and Saint-Aignan hurry even more. Suddenly, across a ditch, beneath the branches of a willow, they saw a woman on her knees, supporting another who seemed to have fainted. A few steps away, a third woman stood on the path, calling for help. When she saw the two gentlemen—whose rank she didn’t know—her cries became even more urgent.

The king, ahead of his companion, jumped over the ditch and reached the group just as a dozen people came from the path leading to the château, drawn by the same cries.

“What has happened, young ladies?” Louis asked.

“The king!” Mademoiselle de Montalais exclaimed in shock, letting La Vallière’s head fall to the ground.

“Yes, the king,” he answered, “but that’s no reason to abandon your friend. Who is she?”

“It’s Mademoiselle de la Vallière, sire.”

“Mademoiselle de la Vallière!”

“Yes, sire, she just fainted.”

“Poor child!” the king said, his concern clear.

“Quick, quick, fetch a surgeon!” The urgency in the king’s voice was obvious, though to Saint-Aignan, who knew the king’s sudden infatuation, it sounded a bit detached. Both the king’s tone and actions seemed lacking in warmth.

“Saint-Aignan,” the king continued, “please watch over Mademoiselle de la Vallière. Send for a surgeon. I’ll hurry ahead and let Madame know one of her maids of honor has had an accident.”

While M. de Saint-Aignan made arrangements to have Mademoiselle de la Vallière taken to the château, the king rushed ahead, eager to visit Madame under the pretext of concern. Just then, a carriage arrived. The coachman was told to stop, and when the passengers heard about the accident, they gladly gave up their seats so Mademoiselle de la Vallière could ride.

The rush of fresh air during the fast ride soon revived her. When they reached the château, she was able to get out of the carriage, though she was still weak, and, with Athenais and Montalais supporting her, made her way to the inner rooms. They helped her to a seat in one of the ground-floor chambers. After a while, since the incident hadn’t seriously affected the others, they continued their walk.

Meanwhile, the king found Madame resting beneath a tree with heavy branches and sat beside her. “Be careful, sire,” Henrietta whispered, “you mustn’t seem as indifferent as you should.”

“Ah!” the king replied in a low voice, “I fear we’ve agreed to something that’s impossible for us to keep.” Then, more loudly, he said, “You’ve heard about the accident, I suppose?”

“What accident?”

“Oh! Seeing you, I quite forgot I came here to tell you important news. I am very much concerned about it: one of your maids of honor, Mademoiselle de la Vallière, just fainted.”

“Really! Poor girl,” replied the princess calmly. “What caused it?” She then whispered, “You forget, sire, you want others to believe you are in love with this girl, yet you’re here while she may still be suffering.”

“Ah, Madame,” sighed the king, “you act your part so much better than I do, and you see every detail.”

He then stood up and, speaking so all could hear, said, “Please excuse me, Madame; I am very concerned, and I want to make sure Mademoiselle de la Vallière is taken care of.” With that, the king walked away to return to La Vallière, while those nearby whispered his words: “I am very concerned.”




Chapter XLIII: The King’s Secret

On his way, Louis encountered the Comte de Saint-Aignan.

“Well, Saint-Aignan,” he asked, pretending to be interested, “how is the invalid?”

“To tell the truth, sire,” Saint-Aignan admitted awkwardly, “I must confess I don’t know.”

“What! You don’t know?” the king replied, pretending to be disappointed by this apparent lack of concern for his favored subject. “Will your majesty forgive me? I just ran into one of our three talkative wood-nymphs, and I’m afraid my attention was entirely distracted.”

“Ah!” the king said eagerly, “you’ve found—”

“The one who spoke about me with such compliments; and after finding her, I was trying to find yours, sire, when I had the pleasure of meeting you.”

“Very well; but Mademoiselle de la Vallière takes priority,” the king insisted, still playing his adopted role. “Oh! Our charming invalid!” Saint-Aignan exclaimed. “How fortunate her fainting happened just as your majesty was already concerned for her.”

“What is the name of your fair lady, Saint-Aignan? Is it a secret?”

“It should be a secret, a most important one; but your majesty knows no secret can truly be kept from you.”

“Well, what is her name?”

“Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente.”

“Is she pretty?”

“Exceedingly, sire; and I recognized the voice that called my name so tenderly.”

I approached her, questioning her as best I could amidst the chattering crowd. She spoke freely, not suspecting my true purpose, explaining how she and her two friends had just been beneath the great oak when they heard what sounded like a wolf or a robber, and they ran away in fright.

“But,” the king asked anxiously, “what are the names of these two friends?”

“Sire,” answered Saint-Aignan, “will your majesty send me straight to the Bastille?”

“For what?” asked the king.

“For being selfish and foolish. I was so surprised by my luck and delighted by such a conquest that I was left speechless, and I failed to make further inquiries. Besides, I didn’t think your majesty would care much about what you heard, being so enamored with Mademoiselle de la Vallière yourself. Then, Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente quickly left me to return to her.”

“Let us hope, then, that I have as much good fortune as you. Come, Saint-Aignan.”

“I see your majesty is ambitious and intends not to let any conquest slip away. Rest assured, I’ll investigate thoroughly. From one or another of those Three Graces, we will uncover the names of the rest, and with those, their secrets.”

“I, too,” said the king, “need only to hear her voice to recognize it again. Now, let’s say no more of this; show me where poor La Vallière is.”

“Well,” thought Saint-Aignan, “the king’s interest is beginning to show, and it’s for that girl as well.”

“It’s extraordinary; I never would have believed it.” Thinking this, he led the king to the room where La Vallière had been taken. The king entered, with Saint-Aignan close behind.

In a softly lit room by a wide window overlooking the gardens, La Vallière lay in a comfortable chair, breathing in the fragrant evening air. The lace of her gown tumbled in loose folds, blending with the golden hair that fell over her shoulders. Tears brimmed in her weary eyes, and she looked as lifeless as the beautiful images that haunt our dreams—half-spreading their wings, parting their lips in silence.

La Vallière’s delicate pallor was captivating, a beauty that could not be described. The suffering she had endured gave her features a gentle, noble air of sadness. Her arms and upper body were completely still, making her seem more spirit than living being. She seemed utterly unaware of the murmurs drifting in through the window from the court.

She was lost in her own thoughts, her lovely, fragile hands trembling now and then as if moved by something invisible. She was so absorbed in her thoughts that the king entered unnoticed. From a distance, he gazed at her beautiful face, bathed in the pure silver light of the moon. “Good heavens!” he exclaimed, unable to hide his shock. “She is dead.”

“No, sire,” Montalais answered softly. “On the contrary, she’s better. Aren’t you feeling better, Louise?”

Louise did not reply. “Louise,” Montalais continued, “the king has expressed his concern for you.”

“The king!” Louise exclaimed, leaping up as though a sudden fire had passed through her and awakened her heart. “The king is worried about me?”

“Yes,” Montalais confirmed.

“The king is here, then?” La Vallière asked, not daring to look around. “That voice! That voice!” Louis whispered urgently to Saint-Aignan. “Yes, it’s truly her,” Saint-Aignan replied. “Your Majesty is right; she’s the one who spoke of her love for the sun.”

“Hush!” the king said, then, stepping toward La Vallière, he continued, “You’re not well, Mademoiselle de la Vallière? Just now, in the park, I saw that you fainted.”

“How were you attacked?”

“Sire,” the poor girl stammered, pale and shaking, “I truly do not know.”

“You must have walked too far,” the king suggested. “It was perhaps fatigue—”

“No, sire,” Montalais interrupted eagerly, defending her friend. “It wasn’t from walking; we spent most of the evening sitting beneath the royal oak.”

“Under the royal oak?” the king exclaimed, his interest awakened. “Then I was right; it’s exactly as I thought.” He shared a knowing glance with the comte. “Yes,” Saint-Aignan confirmed, “under the royal oak, with Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente.”

“How do you know that?” Montalais asked.

“That’s simple. Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente told me.”

“In that case, she must have mentioned what made Mademoiselle de la Vallière faint?”

“Well, yes; she mentioned something about a wolf or a robber, I don’t remember clearly.” La Vallière listened anxiously, her eyes fixed and her breathing quickened, as if she sensed the truth lurking just out of sight.

Louis believed that her nervousness and agitation came from a fear only partially put to rest. “No, do not worry,” he said, his voice revealing a rising emotion he could barely contain. “The wolf that scared you was just a wolf on two legs.”

“It was a man, then!” Louise exclaimed. “A man who was listening?”

“Even if that were true, mademoiselle, what harm could come from someone listening? Surely you wouldn’t have said anything that couldn’t be safely overheard, would you?”

La Vallière clenched her hands together and hid her face in them, as though to conceal her blush. “For Heaven’s sake,” she pleaded, “who was hiding there? Who was listening?”

The king stepped closer and gently took one of her hands. “It was I,” he said, bowing deeply.

“Is it possible I frightened you?” La Vallière cried, her voice trembling. For the second time, her strength failed her, and with a despairing moan, she collapsed back into her chair. The king could only just catch her, lending partial support as she fell. Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente and Montalais, standing a little apart, were held back by the king’s presence, remembering their earlier conversation with La Vallière and too intimidated to intervene. With one knee to the ground, he supported La Vallière, holding her gently around the waist.

“You heard, sire!” whispered Athenais, but the king said nothing, gazing intently at La Vallière’s half-shut eyes as he held her limp hand in his.

“Of course,” Saint-Aignan declared, hoping Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente might faint as well. He moved toward her with outstretched arms. “Naturally; we didn’t miss a word.” But the proud Athenais was not one to be easily overcome; she gave Saint-Aignan an angry look and quickly left.

Montalais, regaining her courage, hurried to Louise and took her from the king’s unsteady grip. He was almost overcome himself, feeling the soft, scented hair of the apparently dying girl brush against his cheek. “Splendid,” whispered Saint-Aignan. “What an adventure; it’ll be my own fault if I’m not the first to make use of it.”

The king turned to him, his voice shaky and his gestures intense. “Not a word, Comte.”

In his distress, the poor king forgot that just an hour earlier he had given exactly the opposite direction—advising the comte to be indiscreet. It hardly mattered; this second instruction was as unnecessary as the first. Within half an hour, everyone at Fontainebleau knew that Mademoiselle de la Vallière had been heard beneath the royal oak with Montalais and Tonnay-Charente, declaring her love for the king. They also knew the king had gone pale and trembled as he caught the beautiful girl in his arms when she fainted. Thus, the court unanimously agreed that the most important event of the time had occurred: his majesty had fallen in love with Mademoiselle de la Vallière, and therefore Monsieur could finally rest easy.

The queen-mother, equally surprised by how things had changed, hurried to tell the young queen and Philip d’Orleans. She handled the news cleverly. To her daughter-in-law, she said, “Look, Therese, you see how wrong you were to accuse the king. Now it’s said he’s devoted to someone else. Why should today’s gossip be any truer than yesterday’s?”

Turning to Monsieur, she described the story of the royal oak. “Are you not being rather silly with your jealousy, dear Philip? They say the king is madly in love with that little La Vallière. But, don’t mention this to your wife; the queen will hear soon enough.”

This confidential news had an immediate effect. Monsieur, feeling triumphant, went in search of his wife. Though it was not yet midnight and the fête was to last until two in the morning, he offered her his hand for a walk. However, just a few steps along, he forgot his mother’s caution.

“Do not tell anyone, especially not the queen,” he said with a mysterious air, “what people are saying about the king.”

“What are they saying?” Madame asked. “That my brother has suddenly fallen in love.”

“With whom?”

“With Mademoiselle de la Vallière.”

Madame smiled to herself in the darkness. “Ah!” she said, “and how long has this been going on?”

“For several days, apparently. But it was mere rumor until tonight, when he openly displayed his feelings.”

“The king has good taste,” Madame remarked. “I think she’s a very charming girl.”

“I can hardly believe you mean that.”

“Me? Why not?”

“In any event, someone will be very happy because of this, even if it’s only La Vallière herself.”

“Truly,” the princess continued, “you speak as if you know La Vallière’s heart. Who told you she would return the king’s affection?”

“And who told you she wouldn’t?”

“She loves the Vicomte de Bragelonne.”

“You think so?”

“She’s even betrothed to him.”

“She was.”

“What do you mean?”

“When they asked for the king’s consent to arrange the marriage, he refused.”

“Refused?”

“Yes, even though the request was made by the Comte de la Fère himself, for whom the king holds great respect, since his help in restoring your royal brother and other events from the past.”

“Well! The poor lovers must wait until the king changes his mind; they’re young, so there’s plenty of time.

“But goodness,” Philip laughed, “you don’t know the best part of the story.”

“No?”

“The detail that moved the king most deeply.”

“The king was touched deeply, you say?”

“To the very core of his heart.”

“But how so? In what way? Tell me simply.”

“By an adventure like no other.”

“You know how I love hearing about such things, and still you keep me waiting,” the princess said, her impatience growing. “Well then—” Monsieur paused. “I’m listening.”

“Under the royal oak—you know where that is?”

“What does it matter? You were saying something about the royal oak?”

“Well! Mademoiselle de la Vallière, thinking she was alone with her two friends, revealed her feelings for the king.”

“Ah!” said Madame, uneasiness plain in her voice. “Her feelings for the king?”

“Yes.”

“When did this happen?”

“About an hour ago.”

Madame gasped, then asked, “And no one knew of this affection?”

“No one.”

“Not even His Majesty?”

“Not even His Majesty. The clever little minx hid her secret so well, until it became too powerful to keep in.”

“And from whom did you hear this ridiculous




Chapter XLIV: Night Races

Monsieur left the princess in high spirits, though he was feeling quite tired. He retired to his chambers, allowing everyone else to enjoy the night as they wished. In his room, Monsieur carefully prepared for the evening, his meticulousness showing in moments of genuine satisfaction. As his attendants curled his hair, he sang the main tunes from the ballet the violins had played—the same ones to which the king had danced. Then he called for his tailors, inspected his costumes for the next day, and, pleased, handed out various gifts among them.

At that moment, the Chevalier de Lorraine entered. Having seen the prince return to the chateau, he was received with lavish kindness. After exchanging pleasantries, the chevalier fell silent for a moment, like an archer taking aim. Finally, he seemed to gather his thoughts and said, “Have you noticed a rather odd coincidence, monseigneur?”

“No, what is it?”

“How cold the king seemed toward the Comte de Guiche.”

“Seemed?”

“Yes, truly; because in reality, he has welcomed him back into favor.”

“I didn’t realize that,” replied the prince. “What do you mean? Did you not see that instead of sending him back into exile, as one would expect, the king encouraged his defiance by allowing him to return to the ballet?”

“And you think the king was wrong to do that, chevalier?” the prince asked.

“Don’t you feel the same, prince?”

“Not entirely, my dear chevalier. I think the king did well not to stir up gossip about a poor man whose lack of sense is more troubling than his intentions.”

“Really,” the chevalier said, “I confess, your generosity surprises me very much.”

“Why so?” Philip asked.

“Because I would have thought the king would be more jealous,” the chevalier answered, letting a hint of spite enter his voice. For some time now, Monsieur had detected a certain irritated edge in his favorite’s remarks, and this last one lit the fuse. “Jealous!” the prince exclaimed. “Jealous! What do you mean?”

“Jealous of what, if you please—or jealous of whom?”

The chevalier realized he had gone too far with his mischievous remark, a habit of his. He quickly tried to take it back. “Jealous of his authority,” he said, pretending sincerity. “What else should the king be jealous about?”

“Ah!” replied the prince, “that makes sense.”

“Did your royal highness,” the chevalier continued, “ask for dear De Guiche’s forgiveness?”

“No, certainly not,” said Monsieur. “De Guiche is a good man, courageous; but since I disapprove of how he behaved toward Madame, I wish him neither good nor ill.”

The chevalier now used a bitter tone about De Guiche, just as he did about the king. Yet he felt that the time for indulgence and even for indifference had passed. To shed light on the situation, he thought it might be necessary to bring it directly to the husband’s attention. “Very well, very well,” the chevalier thought to himself. “I’ll wait for De Wardes; he’ll achieve in a day what I could in a month. In fact, I believe he is even more jealous than I am. But what I really need isn’t just De Wardes; I need some event to occur, and so far, nothing has happened.”

De Guiche’s return after exile is certainly significant, but its importance fades when I see he has come back just as Madame has lost interest in him. In fact, she seems focused on the king, though that might not last if rumors are true that the king is no longer interested in her. The lesson is to stay neutral and wait for something new to happen.

With that thought, the chevalier settled into the armchair that Monsieur allowed him in his presence. Having nothing more spiteful to say, De Lorraine’s usual wit seemed to leave him. Luckily, Monsieur was cheerful enough to share his mood with everyone, until it was time to dismiss his servants and gentlemen of the chamber; then he retired to his sleeping quarters. As he left, he told the chevalier to give his regards to Madame, and said that, due to the chilly air, Monsieur—afraid of a toothache—would not be venturing out into the park that night. The chevalier entered the princess’s chambers just as she herself was arriving.

He dutifully delivered the message entrusted to him and, above all, noticed the coldness and annoyance with which Madame received her husband’s words—a detail he found significant. If Madame had been about to leave her rooms in that state, he would have followed her; but she was coming back instead. With nothing more to be done, he turned on his heel like an idle heron, almost questioning the earth, air, and water around him. He shook his head and walked aimlessly toward the gardens.

He had barely taken a hundred steps when he saw two young men walking arm in arm, heads lowered as they idly kicked stones on their path, deep in thought. They were De Guiche and De Bragelonne, whose presence always triggered a wave of dislike in the chevalier. Still, he greeted them with a bow, which they returned just as politely. Seeing the park nearly empty, the lights beginning to fade, and the morning breeze starting, he turned left and went back into the chateau through one of the smaller courtyards.

The two others turned right and walked on into the sprawling park. As the chevalier went up the side staircase leading to the private entrance, he spotted two women coming from the arcade connecting the small courtyard to the main one. The women hurried, the rustle of their dresses breaking the night’s stillness. Their elegant cloaks, graceful shapes, and mysterious yet proud air—especially the woman leading—caught the chevalier’s eye. “I know those two,” he thought, pausing at the top step. Just as he felt like following them, a servant chasing after him caught his attention.

“Monsieur,” he said, “the courier has arrived.”

“Very well,” the chevalier replied. “There’s time; tomorrow will do.”

“There are some urgent letters you might want to see,” the messenger added.

“From where?” the chevalier asked.

“One from England, and one from Calais. The latter arrived by express and seems very important.”

“From Calais! Who on earth would write me from there?”

“I believe I recognize the handwriting of Monsieur le Comte de Wardes.”

“Oh!” exclaimed the chevalier, for a moment forgetting his plan to remain uninvolved. “In that case, I’ll come immediately.” He hurried off, while the two mysterious women slipped away toward the far end of the courtyard. We will now follow them, leaving the chevalier to his correspondence.

When they reached a group of trees, the lead figure stopped, slightly out of breath. Carefully lifting her hood, she asked, “Are we still far from the tree?”

“Yes, Madame, more than five hundred steps. But please, rest for a moment; you won’t be able to keep this speed much longer.”

“You’re right,” said the princess, for it was she. She leaned against a tree, breathing deeply. “Now,” she went on after a moment, “tell me everything. Don’t hide anything from me.”

“Oh, Madame,” the young girl cried, “you’re already upset with me.”

“No, my dear Athenais, don’t worry. I’m not upset with you at all.”

After all, these issues aren’t about me. You’re worried about what you might have said under the oak; you’re afraid you may have angered the king. Let me reassure you by finding out if you could possibly have been overheard.

“Oh, yes, Madame, the king was very close to us.”

“Still, you weren’t speaking so loudly that he must have caught everything you said.”

“We thought we were completely alone, Madame.”

“There were three of you, you say?”

“Yes—La Valliere, Montalais, and myself.”

“And you, personally, spoke lightly of the king?”

“I’m afraid so. If that’s true, would your highness kindly speak with his majesty for me?”

“If it becomes necessary, I give you my word I will. Still, as I have said, don’t focus on the negative. It’s very dark now, and even darker under the trees. It’s unlikely the king recognized you.”

“To speak first is to condemn oneself,” she said.

“Oh, Madame! If Mademoiselle de la Vallière was recognized, then certainly I was too. Besides, M. de Saint-Aignan left no room for doubt.”

“Did you say anything truly disrespectful about the king?”

“No, not at all; it was someone else who made very flattering remarks about him. My own comments must have been quite different from hers.”

“Montalais is such a flighty girl,” Madame remarked. “But it wasn’t Montalais. She said nothing; it was La Vallière.”

Madame flinched, as if she didn’t already know.

“No, no,” she said. “The king can’t have heard. Besides, we’re here to run the experiment we planned. Show me the oak. Do you know where it is?”

“Unfortunately, yes, Madame.”

“And you can find your way there again?”

“Even with my eyes closed.”

“Very good. Sit on the bank where you were, where La Valliere sat, and talk just as you did before. I’ll hide in the thicket, and if I hear you, I’ll tell you.”

“Yes, Madame.”

“If you truly spoke loudly enough for the king to hear you, then—”

Athenais seemed to wait nervously for her to finish the sentence.

“In that case,” Madame said, a little breathless from the walk, “I forbid you—” She quickened her pace again. Suddenly, she stopped. “I just thought of something,” she announced.

“A good idea, surely,” Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente replied. “Montalais must be as embarrassed as La Vallière and I.” “Less so,” Madame said, “because she’s less exposed, having said less.”

“That may be so, but I’m sure she’ll be ready to help by twisting things a little.”

“Especially if she knows your highness cares enough to get involved.”

“Very well, I’ve figured out what you all ought to say.”

“That’s wonderful.”

“You should all claim you knew perfectly well the king was behind the tree—or the thicket, whichever it was—and you knew M. de Saint-Aignan was there too.”

“Yes, Madame.”

“Because you can’t deny it, Athenais; Saint-Aignan is enjoying the flattery you gave him.”

“Well, Madame, clearly anyone can be overheard,” Athenais said. “Since M. de Saint-Aignan overheard us.”

Madame bit her lip, realizing she had trapped herself. “Oh, you know Saint-Aignan well,” she said. “The king’s favor has gone to his head, and he speaks without thinking—often makes up stories. But that’s not the point. The real question is whether the king overheard you or not.”

“Oh yes, Madame, he definitely did,” Athenais answered, her voice anxious. “Then you must do as I suggested: boldly insist that all three of you knew—remember, all three. If anyone’s innocence is in doubt, it’ll cast doubt on all. Claim you knew the king and M. de Saint-Aignan were there and that you meant to tease them.”

“Oh, Madame, to tease the king? We could never admit that!”

“It’s just harmless mischief, an innocent joke young women play to surprise men. That way, everything fits.”

“What Montalais said about Malicorne was just fun; what you said about M. de Saint-Aignan was fun too; and what La Vallière might have said about—”

“Something she’d give anything to take back.”

“Are you sure of that?”

“Completely.”

“All right, then. Let’s call it all a joke. M. de Malicorne will have no reason to be angry; M. de Saint-Aignan will be deeply embarrassed—he’ll be laughed at instead of you; and finally, the king will have to accept the consequences of a curiosity unbefitting his royal rank.”

“Let people laugh at the king over this; I doubt it will bother him.”

“Oh, Madame, you truly are an angel of kindness and wisdom!”

“I’m looking out for myself, too.”

“How so?”

“How can you not see it’s in my interest to protect my maids of honor from the criticism, whispers, and even slander that follow such little incidents? Alas! As you know, the court has no patience for small faults. But we’ve been walking a while; how much farther until we’re there?”

“About fifty or sixty more steps—please turn left, Madame.”

“And you’re sure about Montalais?” Madame asked.

“Oh, absolutely certain.”

“She’ll do as you want?”

“Anything. She’ll be delighted.”

“And La Vallière—” the princess said.

“Ah, she’ll be harder to convince, Madame; she’d never lower herself to lie.”

“But if it’s for her own good—”

“I’m afraid that won’t matter. Her principles never change.”

“Yes, yes,” Madame replied. “I’ve heard that before; she’s one of those overly moral and showy girls who flaunt virtue only to hide behind it. But if she won’t lie—she’ll only make herself the laughingstock of the whole court. She’ll have annoyed the king with a confession as foolish as it is improper. Mademoiselle la Baume le Blanc de la Vallière will soon find herself sent back to her doves in the country, so she can, in Touraine or Le Blaisois—I’m not sure which—study love and pastoral life at her leisure.”

Her words were so harsh and passionate that Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente was scared into promising she’d tell as many lies as necessary. It was with this mindset that Madame and her companion approached the royal oak.

“Here we are,” said Tonnay-Charente.

“We’ll soon see if we can be overheard,” Madame replied.

“Hush!” the young girl whispered, quickly making a gesture for Madame to stop, momentarily forgetting who she was with. Madame stopped. “You see, you can hear,” Athenais said. “How?”

“Listen.”

Madame held her breath, and soon a soft, melancholy voice floated toward them:

“I tell you, vicomte, I love her madly; I love her desperately.”

Madame’s heart jumped at the sound of the voice, and under her hood, a brilliant, joyous smile lit her face. Now she signaled her companion to move a little farther off, just out of earshot. “Stay here, my dear Athenais, and let’s not get caught. I believe they’re talking about you.”

“Me, Madame?”

“Yes, you—or rather, your adventure.”

“I’ll go listen. If we’re both there, we’ll be found out. Or wait!—go fetch Montalais, then come back and meet me at the forest entrance.” As Athenais hesitated, she repeated firmly, “Go!” in a tone that allowed no argument.

Athenais quickly adjusted her dress to quiet its sound and slipped away along a winding path past the trees, heading back to the flower garden. Meanwhile, Madame hid herself in the thicket, leaning against a giant chestnut, one of its branches cut to make a rough seat. She waited there, anxious and uneasy. “Now,” she murmured, “since I can hear from here, let’s listen to what M. de Bragelonne and that lovesick fool, the Comte de Guiche, are saying about me.”




Chapter XLV: In Which Madame Acquires Proof That Listeners Hear What Is Said

A moment of silence surrounded them, as if the mysterious sounds of the night had quieted to listen, along with Madame, to the youthful, passionate confessions of De Guiche. Raoul was about to speak. Leaning casually against the trunk of a large oak, he replied in his gentle, melodic voice, “Alas, my dear De Guiche, that is truly unfortunate.”

“Yes,” De Guiche exclaimed, “very unfortunate indeed.”

“You misunderstand me, De Guiche. I mean it’s a great misfortune for you—not just for being in love, but for not knowing how to hide your feelings.”

“What do you mean?” De Guiche asked, confused. “You overlook one crucial point: you’re no longer confiding only in your closest friend—in other words, in someone who would rather die than betray you. You don’t realize that now you share your passion with anyone who happens to come near.”

“Are you crazy, Bragelonne?” De Guiche exclaimed. “How can you say that to me?”

“The truth remains, all the same.”

“Impossible!”

“How could I ever have been so indiscreet?”

“I mean that your eyes, your expressions, your sighs betray such intense emotion that they make a man lose control. At such moments, he loses command over himself, becoming a victim of a wild passion that drives him to share his sorrow with the trees or the wind whenever he’s alone. And remember this: it’s rare for someone not to be nearby to overhear, especially the things that most need to remain unspoken.” De Guiche let out a deep sigh. “You distress me,” Bragelonne continued. “Since your return, you’ve confessed your love for her a thousand times, in a thousand different ways. Yet, even if you hadn’t spoken a single word, your mere return would have been a major indiscretion. I must insist on this conclusion: if you don’t learn to protect yourself better than you have so far, someday something will happen that will cause a scandal. Who will save you then?”

“Answer me. Who will save her? For, even if she is entirely innocent of your affection, that very affection will become a weapon for her enemies.”

“Alas!” De Guiche murmured, letting out a heavy sigh. “That isn’t an answer, De Guiche.”

“Yes, yes.”

“Well, what are you going to say?”

“This: when that day comes, I will be as lifeless as I feel right now.”

“I don’t understand you.”

“I have been worn down by so many struggles. Right now, I am no longer thinking or acting; at this moment, the most worthless man is better off than I am. My strength is gone, my last resolutions have faded, and I surrender myself to fate. When a man is on campaign, as we have been together, and he heads off alone for a skirmish, he may run into a handful of foragers. Even alone, he’ll defend himself. If more arrive unexpectedly, his anger rises and he keeps fighting. But if six, eight, or ten more appear, he either spurs his horse to escape, if he still has one, or lets himself be killed rather than suffer the shame of retreat.”

Indeed, that is my own situation: first, I had to fight against myself; then, against Buckingham. Now that the king has entered the picture, I refuse to fight against him, nor will I, I want you to understand, oppose the king’s desire, or even the nature of that woman. Still, I am not fooled; having devoted my life to such love, I know I will be lost in it.

“It is not the princess you should blame,” Raoul said. “You should blame yourself.”

“Why is that?”

“You know the princess’s nature—somewhat flighty, easily attracted to novelty, and vulnerable to flattery, no matter if it comes from a blind man or a child. Yet you let your passion for her consume you. Look at her—love her if you must, for anyone whose heart is free cannot see her without falling in love. But while you love her, you must first respect her husband’s rank, then her as a person, and lastly, consider your own safety.”

“Thank you, Raoul.”

“For what?”

“For trying to console me even though I suffer so much because of this woman. You speak of her good qualities, perhaps even those you don’t genuinely believe.”

“Oh,” said Raoul, “you are mistaken, Comte; what I think, I don’t always say, but in this case, I choose to remain silent. When I do speak, I cannot pretend or deceive; anyone who listens to me may take my words exactly as I say them.”

During this conversation, Madame leaned forward, straining to catch every word, her eyes wide with curiosity as she tried to pierce the darkness. “Oh, I know her better than you do!” exclaimed Guiche. “She is not merely flighty; she is frivolous. She isn’t just attracted to novelty; she is completely careless and lacks any sense of loyalty. She is not simply open to flattery; she is a well-practiced and cruel coquette.”

A thorough coquette! Yes, I am certain of it. Believe me, Bragelonne, I am suffering torment. Bold and drawn to danger though I am, this threat is greater than my strength or courage. But trust me, Raoul, I am reserving a victory for myself that will bring her to tears.

“A victory?” he asked. “What kind of victory?”

“What kind, you ask?”

“Yes.”

“One day, I will confront her and say this: ‘I was young—madly in love. Yet, I had enough respect to throw myself at your feet, to lie in the dust, until your gaze lifted me to your hand. I believed I understood your looks; I got up, and then, without having done anything except love you even more—if that was even possible—you, a woman without heart, faith, or love, out of mere whim, cast me down again. You are unworthy, princess of royal blood though you are, of the love of an honorable man. I give my life as a sacrifice for loving you too deeply, and I die despairing of you.’”

“Oh!” cried Raoul, horrified by the deep truth in De Guiche’s words. “I was right to say you were mad, Guiche.”

“Yes, yes,” De Guiche exclaimed, following his own train of thought. “Since there




Chapter XLVI: Aramis’s Correspondence

When De Guiche’s fortunes suddenly improved—though he did not understand what caused this abrupt change—Raoul, following the princess’s wishes, withdrew to avoid interfering in a conversation whose outcome he could not predict. He soon joined the ladies-in-waiting who were wandering through the flower gardens. Meanwhile, the Chevalier de Lorraine, having returned to his own room, read De Wardes’s letter with surprise. The letter described the sword injury received at Calais and recounted the entire incident, urging him to tell De Guiche and Monsieur anything about the matter that might particularly trouble them.

De Wardes went to great lengths to persuade the chevalier of Madame’s deep affection for Buckingham, ending his letter by asserting that Buckingham returned her feelings. The chevalier merely shrugged at this part; clearly, De Wardes was out of touch, as we’ve already noted. He, meanwhile, was still preoccupied with Buckingham’s situation. With a dismissive motion, the chevalier tossed the letter onto a nearby table and said disdainfully, “It’s truly incredible. The poor De Wardes may have some talent, but he doesn’t show it; it’s so easy to lose one’s edge in the countryside. The devil take that fool! Instead of writing me about something important, he sends this nonsense. Without this silly letter, which means nothing, I might have uncovered a charming intrigue in the grove over there—one that could have compromised a woman and perhaps struck a man as sharply as a sword, providing Monsieur with amusement for days.”

He looked at his watch.

“It’s too late now,” he said, glancing at the clock. “One o’clock—everyone has surely returned to the king’s quarters, and the evening is winding down. The trail is lost, unless some unexpected luck—” He stopped, as if calling upon his luck. Frustrated, he moved to the window overlooking a quieter part of the garden.

Just then, as if summoned by fate, he saw a figure returning to the château, escorted by a man. The woman’s dark silk mantle caught his eye; it reminded him of the mysterious woman he had noticed half an hour before. “Perfect!” he thought, clapping his hands together. “Here’s my lucky break.”

Without delay, he ran down the stairs, eager to reach the courtyard in time to identify the woman in the mantle and her companion. However, as he reached the door to the small courtyard, he nearly collided with Madame herself, her face glowing with secret delight under the mantle that both hid and revealed her. Unfortunately for him, Madame was now alone.

The chevalier knew that, since he had seen her only five minutes earlier with a man, that man could not be far away. He barely paused to greet the princess, stepping aside to let her pass. Once she was a few steps ahead, hurrying like someone afraid of being recognized, he noticed she was too lost in her own thoughts to even see him. Seizing the chance, he dashed into the garden, scanning the area as quickly as possible.

He made it just in time. The man who had escorted Madame was still visible, heading quickly toward one of the château’s wings and just about to disappear. There was no time to lose; the chevalier hurried after him, ready to slow down as he drew closer. Despite his efforts, the man slipped behind a stairway before the chevalier could catch up.

It was clear that the man, distracted and lost in thought, with his head bowed—whether from sorrow or joy—could be caught easily once he rounded the corner, unless he slipped through a door. This surely would have happened, if not for the fact that, at that moment, the chevalier collided with two people coming from the other direction.

The chevalier was prepared to confront these unwelcome obstacles when he looked up and recognized the superintendent. With Fouquet was a man the chevalier hadn’t seen before—the bishop of Vannes.

Momentarily surprised by the bishop’s prestigious presence, the chevalier felt compelled to apologize, expecting an apology in return. He stepped back a few paces, recognizing the importance of the meeting. Monsieur Fouquet, while not friends with everyone, commanded respect from all, even the king, who, despite their rivalry, regarded him as a person of substance.

In that moment, the chevalier acted as the king would have: he bowed to M. Fouquet, who responded with gracious civility, recognizing that the gentleman had merely stumbled into him by accident, without malice.

Soon after, having recognized the Chevalier de Lorraine, Fouquet exchanged a few polite words, to which the chevalier replied out of duty. The conversation was brief, but De Lorraine felt genuine annoyance as he watched the silhouette of the unknown man fade into darkness, swallowed up by the night. Giving up, he turned his full attention to Fouquet.

“You’re out late, monsieur,” he remarked. “Your absence has caused some comment, and I heard Monsieur express surprise that, having been invited by the king, you did not attend.”

“I couldn’t come any sooner, but I arrived as soon as I was able.”

“Is Paris quiet?”

“Completely. The city has accepted the recent tax quite well.”

“Ah! So you wanted to confirm this good mood before joining us for the celebration.”

“Sadly, I’ve arrived a bit too late to enjoy it fully.”

“I need to ask if the king is at the château. Is there any way I might see him tonight, or must I wait until tomorrow?”

“We last saw His Majesty almost half an hour ago,” the chevalier answered.

“Perhaps he is in Madame’s apartments?” Fouquet suggested.

“I doubt it,” responded the chevalier. “I just saw Madame coming in from the small staircase. Unless the gentleman you just met was the king—” He paused, hoping to learn whom he had been following. But Fouquet, whether he knew it was De Guiche or not, simply replied, “No, monsieur, it was not the king.”

Disappointed with this answer, the chevalier took his leave. As he looked around one last time, he spotted M. Colbert in the middle of a group. He turned back to Fouquet and said, “Wait, monsieur; there’s someone under the trees over there who might know more than I do.”

“Who?” Fouquet asked, straining his eyes in the dark. “M. Colbert,” the chevalier replied. “So that person over there, talking to the men with torches, is M. Colbert?”

“Yes, that is M. Colbert himself. He’s directing the workers who are setting up the lamps for the festivities.”

“Thank you,” Fouquet said, nodding, indicating he had all the information he needed.

The chevalier, having learned nothing new, made his exit with a deep bow. He had just left when Fouquet, with furrowed brow, sank into deep thought. Aramis watched him, his look blending sympathy and quiet. “What’s this?” he asked. “Just the thought of that man’s name disturbs you? Can it be that, despite your earlier successes and happiness, merely seeing him can cast a shadow over you? Tell me, do you still believe in your good fortune?”

“No,” Fouquet replied, his voice heavy.

“Why not?”

“Because I’m overwhelmed with happiness right now,” he replied, his voice unsteady. “You, my dear D’Herblay, with your vast knowledge, will remember the story of the tyrant of Samos. What can I throw into the sea to avoid disaster? Yes! I repeat: I am simply too happy! So happy that I wish for nothing more than what I already have…”

I have risen so high… You know my motto: ‘Quo non ascendam?’ I have reached such heights that the only way left is down. This success seems almost more than human.

Aramis smiled, fixing his kind yet searching gaze on him. “If I knew the source of your happiness,” he said, “I might worry for you. But you see me as a true friend; you turn to me only in misfortune. Even that is a great favor, I know. Still, I ask that you share with me, sometimes, any happy events that come your way, because I would rejoice in them more than if they were my own.”

“My dear bishop,” Fouquet replied, laughing, “my secrets are a bit too worldly for a bishop, however worldly you may be yourself.”

“Bah! In confession.”

“Oh!”

“I’d blush too much if you were my confessor,” Fouquet sighed. Aramis regarded him with a calm smile, giving nothing away. “Well,” he said, “discretion is an important virtue.”

“Quiet,” Fouquet replied. “That viper has seen us and is coming over.”

“Colbert?”

“Yes. Go, D’Herblay. I don’t want him to see you with me; he might come to dislike you.”

Aramis squeezed his hand. “I have no need of his friendship as long as I have yours.”

“Yes, but I may not always be here,” Fouquet said, suddenly grave.

“If that day ever arrives,” Aramis replied calmly, “we’ll manage without his approval or face M. Colbert’s dislike. But tell me, my dear Fouquet, instead of a conversation with this reptile, as you’ve called him—which I see no use in—why not go pay your respects, if not to the king, at least to Madame?”

“To Madame,” Fouquet echoed, his mind turning to his memories.

“Yes, to Madame.”

“You remember,” Aramis went on, “that we heard Madame was in high favor these last days. It’s in your interest, part of our plan, to court the king’s friends—this will help blunt M. Colbert’s growing influence. So present yourself to Madame as soon as you can, and for our cause, treat this ally with every respect.”

“But,” Fouquet asked, “are you sure the king is focused on her just now?”

“If things have changed, it must have happened since this morning. You know I have my sources.”

“Very well!”

“I’ll visit her right away, and in any case, I have a perfect gift: a beautiful pair of antique cameos set in diamonds.”

“I’ve seen them, and nothing could be more stunning or royal.”

Just then, a servant arrived, followed by a courier. “For you, monseigneur,” said the courier, handing Fouquet a letter. “For your grace,” the servant said softly, giving Aramis another letter. The servant, carrying a torch, stood between the superintendent and the bishop of Vannes, letting them both read at once. Fouquet, looking at the elegant, delicate handwriting on the envelope, felt a rush of happiness. Those who love, or are loved, will understand the mix of anticipation and joy he felt.

He quickly opened the letter, which contained only these words: “It has been but an hour since I left you, yet it feels like an age since I last told you how much I love you.” That was all. Madame de Belliere had indeed left Fouquet about an hour earlier, after spending two days with him. Fearing she might too quickly fade from the heart she loved, she sent a courier with this message. Fouquet kissed the letter and rewarded the messenger with a handful of gold.

Meanwhile, Aramis read his own letter calmly and thoughtfully. It stated: “Tonight, the king was struck by a passing fancy: a woman loves him. He found this out by accident, overhearing a conversation among the young woman’s friends. His majesty has surrendered completely to this new whim. The girl’s name is Mademoiselle de la Valliere, and she is attractive enough that this whim may become a deep passion.”

“Beware of Mademoiselle de la Vallière.”

There was not a word about Madame. Aramis slowly folded the letter and put it in his pocket. Fouquet, on the other hand, was still enjoying the scent of his letter.

“Monseigneur,” Aramis said, gently touching Fouquet’s arm.

“Yes, what is it?” Fouquet asked.

“I just had an idea.”

“Do you know a young lady named La Valliere?”

“Not really.”

“Think for a moment.”

“Oh! Yes, I believe she is one of Madame’s maids of honor.”

“That must be her.”

“Well, what about her?”

“Well, monseigneur, you should visit her this evening.”

“Why on earth should I?”

“Even more, you should give her your cameos.”

“Nonsense.”

“My advice is not to be taken lightly, monseigneur. You know that.”

“But this is completely unexpected—”

“That’s my business. Court Mademoiselle de la Valliere, and do so without delay. I’ll assure Madame de Belliere that your interest is purely political.”

“What do you mean, D’Herblay? Whose name did you just say?”

“A name that should convince you: If I know this much about you, I surely may know as much about others.”

“So pay your court to La Vallière.”

“I’ll court whomever you wish,” Fouquet replied, his heart light and happy.

“Come back down to earth, traveler in seventh heaven,” said Aramis. “Colbert is coming over. He’s been gathering people while we read; look, he’s surrounded—being praised and congratulated. His power is growing.” Indeed, Colbert was approaching, surrounded by the remaining courtiers in the gardens, all praising his arrangements for the fête. The praise went straight to his head; he could barely contain himself.

“If La Fontaine were here,” Fouquet said with a grin, “it would be the perfect time for him to recite ‘The Frog Who Wanted to be as Big as the Ox.’”

Colbert arrived at the center of the group, full of self-assurance. Fouquet waited for him with an untroubled, faintly mocking smile. Colbert smiled back; he had been watching Fouquet for the last fifteen minutes, slowly drawing closer.

Colbert’s smile barely hid his hostility. “Ah!” Aramis whispered to Fouquet, “The scoundrel is about to ask for more money for his fireworks and colored lamps.” Colbert greeted them first, as if trying to be respectful. Fouquet barely nodded.

“Well, monseigneur, what do you think? Have we shown good taste?”

“Excellent taste,” Fouquet answered, careful not to sound sarcastic.

“Oh!” Colbert said, with a gleam in his eye, “you’re very gracious.”

“We are but modest servants of the king, and Fontainebleau cannot compare to Vaux.”

“Quite true,” Fouquet replied coolly. “But what can we do, monseigneur?” Colbert continued. “We’ve done our best with what little we have.”

Fouquet nodded. “However,” Colbert pressed on, “it would truly highlight your generosity, monseigneur, if you were to host a fête in your famous gardens—gardens that have cost you sixty million francs.”

“Seventy-two,” Fouquet corrected.

“Even better,” said Colbert. “It would be magnificent.”

“But do you really think the king would do me the honor of accepting my invitation?”

“I have no doubt at all,” Colbert replied eagerly. “I guarantee it.”

“You are very kind,” Fouquet said. “So I may count on it?”

“Yes, monseigneur, absolutely.”

“I’ll consider it,” Fouquet said, suppressing a yawn. “Say yes, say yes,” Aramis whispered, barely hiding his excitement.

“You will consider?” repeated Colbert. “Yes,” replied Fouquet, “I’ll decide when to submit my invitation to the king.”

“Tonight, monseigneur, tonight.”

“Agreed,” the superintendent replied. “Gentlemen, I would love to offer my invitation; but you must know that wherever the king goes, he is at home in his own palace. So it is his majesty who must invite you.” A murmur of approval went up at once. Fouquet bowed and left. “Proud and reckless man,” thought Colbert, “you accept—yet you know it will cost you ten million.”

“You’ve ruined me,” Fouquet whispered to Aramis as he climbed the steps, asking whether the king was still in sight.

“I have saved you,” Aramis replied.

# Chapter XLVII: The Orderly Clerk

The king, eager to be alone once more to reflect on the turmoil within his heart, retreated to his private chambers. M. de Saint-Aignan, having finished his conversation with Madame, followed him there. This exchange has already been described. The favorite, buoyed by his newfound importance and feeling like the king's confidant after their recent conversation, began to approach court affairs with a certain ease. From the vantage point he now found himself in—whether by design or simply by chance—he saw only love and garlands of flowers surrounding him.

The king’s affection for Madame, her interest in him, Guiche’s admiration for Madame, La Vallière’s love for the king, Malicorne’s infatuation with Montalais, and Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente’s focus on herself—wasn’t all of this enough to dazzle any courtier? Moreover, Saint-Aignan was the model courtier of both past and present, and he had a talent for storytelling that captivated the king. The king listened closely, especially when Saint-Aignan recalled how eagerly Madame had sought him out to talk about Mademoiselle de la Vallière. Although the king no longer felt the same passion for Madame he once did, her eagerness to gather news about him flattered his vanity, a feeling he found hard to let go of. He enjoyed this attention but felt nothing deeper; his heart was not troubled by what Madame might think of his new attachment.

When Saint-Aignan finished, the king, preparing to retire for the night, asked, “Now, Saint-Aignan, you know what Mademoiselle de la Vallière is, don’t you?”

“Not only what she is, but what she will become.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I mean she embodies everything a woman could want—beloved by your majesty. I mean she will be everything your majesty wishes her to be.”

“That’s not what I’m asking. I’m not interested in what she is today or what she will be tomorrow; as you’ve pointed out, that is my concern.”

"But tell me, what do others say about her?"

"They say she is well-behaved."

"Oh!" the king replied with a smile, "that's just hearsay."

"Perhaps, but it's rare enough at court that such talk is worth believing."

"You may be right. Is she from a good family?"

"Yes, she is; the daughter of the Marquis de la Vallière and the stepdaughter of the esteemed M. de Saint-Remy."

"Ah, yes! My aunt’s major-domo; I recall seeing her as I passed through Blois. She was introduced to the queens. I must admit, I regret not paying her the attention she truly deserved on that occasion."

"Oh, sire!

“I trust your majesty will now make up for lost time.”

“And the information you have is that Mademoiselle de la Vallière has never had a lover?”

“In any case, I doubt your majesty would worry too much about a rival.”

“Wait,” the king said, his tone suddenly serious. “Your majesty?”

“I remember.”

“Ah!”

“If she has no lover, she at least has a betrothed.”

“A betrothed!”

“What? Count, you are not aware of this?”

“No.”

“You, who know all the news?”

“Your majesty will forgive me. Do you know who this betrothed is, then?”

“Certainly! His father asked me to sign the marriage contract. It is—” The king was about to say the name of the Vicomte de Bragelonne when he paused and furrowed his brow. “It is—” Saint-Aignan prompted, his curiosity piqued.

“I can’t recall now,” replied Louis XIV, trying to hide his irritation.

“Is there any way I may assist your majesty?” asked the Comte de Saint-Aignan.

“No, I can’t remember who I was going to mention. In fact, I only vaguely remember that one of the maids of honor was to marry—though the name has completely slipped my mind.”

“Was it Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente?” Saint-Aignan asked.

“Quite possibly,” the king answered. “If that’s the case, her intended was M. de Montespan. Still, it seemed to me that Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente didn’t talk about it in a way that would keep other suitors away.”

“In any case,” the king went on, “I know very little, if anything, about Mademoiselle de la Vallière.”

"Saint-Aignan, I want you to gather every bit of information about her."

"Yes, sire. When may I have the honor of seeing your majesty again to report what I've learned?"

"Whenever you have it."

"I’ll gather it quickly, then, if I can find it as fast as I wish to see your majesty again."

"Well said, Count! By the way, has Madame shown any displeasure toward this poor girl?"

"None, sire."

"So, Madame did not become angry?"

"I cannot say; all I know is that she laughed the whole time."

"That's good to know. But I believe I hear voices in the anteroom—surely a courier has just arrived. Please check, Saint-Aignan." The count hurried to the door and exchanged a few words with the usher. He returned to the king, saying, "Sire, it is M. Fouquet who has just arrived, as your majesty ordered. He has announced himself, but because it is late, he does not seek an audience this evening and is content to have his presence officially noted."

"M. Fouquet!"





Chapter XLVIII: Fontainebleau at Two o’clock in the Morning

As we have seen, Saint-Aignan had just left the king’s chambers at the very moment the superintendent entered. Charged with a task that required urgency, he was determined to use his time wisely. The man we introduced as the king’s friend was indeed a remarkable individual—one of those rare courtiers whose sharp vigilance and keen perception outshined all other favorites. His attentive nature effectively balanced out the sycophancy of Dangeau, who was not a true favorite but merely the king’s flatterer. M. De Saint-Aignan began to consider the best course of action for the situation at hand. He realized his first step should be to gather information from De Guiche. Setting out in search of him, he soon discovered that De Guiche, who had disappeared behind one of the wings and had seemed to return to his rooms, had not actually entered the chateau.

Determined, Saint-Aignan searched everywhere, winding through the grounds, until he saw a figure leaning against a tree. This silhouette was as motionless as a statue, apparently captivated by a window, even though its curtains were tightly drawn. Seeing that the window belonged to Madame, Saint-Aignan concluded that the figure must indeed be De Guiche.

He approached quietly, realizing he was correct. De Guiche, after his conversation with Madame, carried such a sense of happiness that it nearly overwhelmed him. Meanwhile, Saint-Aignan knew De Guiche had had a hand in La Valliere’s entrance into Madame’s household; after all, a courtier knows nearly everything and forgets nothing. However, he had not yet discovered the exact nature of De Guiche’s support for La Valliere.

As so often happens, asking questions can yield valuable information, and Saint-Aignan hoped to learn something—significant or trivial—by probing De Guiche with his characteristic shrewdness and persistence. His plan was simple: if the information he collected was satisfactory, he would rush to tell the king he’d found a rare gem and claim the privilege of placing it in the royal crown. Conversely, if the news was less than satisfactory—which was certainly possible—he would sense the king’s feelings toward La Valliere and use what he learned to orchestrate her removal, thus securing credit with the ladies at court who hoped for the king’s favor, starting with Madame and ending with the queen.

If the king persisted in his whims, Saint-Aignan would keep the damaging knowledge he’d obtained to himself, letting La Vallière believe this sensitive information was locked away in a private compartment of her confidant’s memory. In this way, he could show his generosity to the poor girl, keeping her constantly wavering between gratitude and fear. By doing so, he would gain her friendship at court, making her an accomplice in his pursuit of fortune as she sought her own.

As for any day when the past might return in full force, Saint-Aignan assured himself he would have taken all needed precautions by then, acting completely ignorant before the king. In the meantime, he could still be seen as the embodiment of generosity in La Vallière’s eyes. These were the thoughts—fueled by ambition in just half an hour—that spurred Saint-Aignan, “child of earth,” as La Fontaine might have put it, to strike up a conversation with De Guiche, intending to disrupt his happiness, of which Saint-Aignan himself was entirely unaware.

It was well past one in the morning when Saint-Aignan found De Guiche, standing motionless against the trunk of a tree, eyes fixed on a lighted window. It was the sleepiest hour of the night, the hour that painters fill with myrtles and budding poppies—the time when eyelids grow heavy, hearts beat faster, and thoughts become dull and sluggish. This hour casts a lingering glance back at the departing day while gently greeting the approach of dawn. For De Guiche, it was the dawn of indescribable happiness; he would have gladly handed a treasure to a beggar, had one appeared, just to continue reveling undisturbed in his dreams.

At that moment, Saint-Aignan, misguided by selfishness as people often are, approached and tapped him on the shoulder just as he was whispering a word—or rather, a name.

“Ah!” he cried, “I was looking for you.”

“For me?” De Guiche replied, surprised.

“Yes, and I find you deep in thought. Could it be, my dear comte, that you are caught up in some poetic inspiration and are composing verses?”

The young man forced a smile, even as conflicting emotions raged inside him, silently resenting Saint-Aignan. “Perhaps,” he said. “But by what happy chance—”

“Ah!

“Your reply suggests you didn’t quite catch my meaning.”

“How so?”

“I started by telling you I was looking for you.”

“You were looking for me?”

“Yes, and here you are, right in the midst of it.”

“In the midst of what, may I ask?”

“Of singing Phyllis’s praises.”

“Well, I can’t deny it,” De Guiche replied with a laugh. “Yes, my dear comte, I was indeed singing Phyllis’s praises.”

“And you have every right to do so.”

“I?”

“Absolutely. You—the gallant defender of every beautiful and clever woman.”

“For heaven’s sake, what new tale are you spinning now?”

“Only facts, I promise you. But listen a moment; I’m in love.”

“You?”

“Yes.”

“How splendid! My dear comte, do tell me all about it.” De Guiche, anxious that Saint-Aignan might notice the light still shining in the window, took the comte’s arm and tried to steer him away.

“Oh!” the comte protested, resisting. “Don’t take me toward the dark woods; it’s too damp there. Let’s stay in the moonlight.” Yet, as he yielded to De Guiche’s pull, he remained in the flower garden beside the chateau.

“Well,” De Guiche conceded, “lead me where you like, and ask me anything you wish.”

“It would be impossible to be more obliging than you are.” After a brief pause, Saint-Aignan continued, “There’s someone I’d like you to tell me about—a person who has caught your attention.”

“And who you are in love with?”

“I’ll neither admit nor deny it. You understand it’s risky for any man to place his heart where there’s no hope of it being returned, and it’s wise to be cautious in advance.”

“You are right,” De Guiche sighed. “A man’s heart is a precious thing.”

“Mine, especially, is quite tender, and I offer it to you in that spirit.”

“Oh! Everyone knows that about you, Comte. So, what is it?”

“It’s about Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente.”

“My dear Saint-Aignan, you must be losing your mind.”

“Why do you say that?”

“I’ve never shown the slightest interest in Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente.”

“Bah!”

“Never.”

“Didn’t you arrange for Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente to join Madame’s household?”

“Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente—and you, more than anyone, should know this, my dear Comte—comes from a family good enough that her presence here was wanted, and her admission quite simple.”

“You’re joking.”

“No, truly, I don’t know what you mean.”

“So, you had nothing to do with her coming here?”

“No.”

“You don’t know her?”

“I saw her for the first time the day she was introduced to Madame. Therefore, since I’ve never taken an interest in her and don’t know her, I can’t provide what you’re after.” De Guiche made a move as if to go.

“Not so fast, my dear Comte,” Saint-Aignan said. “You won’t get away that easily.”

“Well, it seems to me it’s time we returned to our quarters.”

“And yet you weren’t going in when I—well, not met, but found you.”

“So, my dear Comte,” De Guiche said, “as long as you have something to say, I am at your disposal.”

“And you are right to do so.”

“What does it matter, half an hour more or less? Will you swear you have no damaging news about her, and that any harmful information you might have isn’t the reason for your silence?”

“Oh! I have every reason to believe the poor girl is as pure as crystal.”

“You fill me with joy. Still, I don’t want to seem completely out of touch. It’s well known you provided the princess’s household with her ladies of honor. In fact, there’s even a song about it.”

“Oh!

“Songs are written about almost everything.”

“Do you know it?”

“No, but sing it for me, and I’ll try to recall it.”

“I can’t remember the beginning, only the ending.”

“Well, the ending is something at least.”

“When Maids of Honor run short, lo!—Guiche will provide for the entire Court.”

“It’s a weak idea, and a poor rhyme,” De Guiche replied. “What can you expect, my friend? It’s not by Racine or Molière, but La Feuillade; a great lord can’t always rhyme like a penniless poet.”

“Shame you only recall the ending.”

“Wait, wait! I remember the beginning of the second couplet.”

“Why, there’s the birdcage, with a lovely pair, the charming Montalais, and…”

“And La Vallière!” Guiche burst out, impatiently, with no suspicion of Saint-Aignan’s goal. “Yes, that’s it. You’ve hit the word, ‘La Vallière.’”

“A big discovery indeed.”

“Montalais and La Vallière—those are the two young ladies you’re asking about,” laughed Saint-Aignan. “So, Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente isn’t even mentioned?”

“No, she’s not.”

“And are you satisfied, then?”

“Perfectly; but I do see Montalais mentioned,” said Saint-Aignan, still amused.

“Oh! She’s everywhere. She’s a very active young lady.”

“You know her?”

“Indirectly. She was the protégée of a man named Malicorne, who is a protégée of Manicamp. Manicamp asked me to get Montalais a place as maid of honor in Madame’s household, and a position for Malicorne in Monsieur’s. Of course I made the request, since I’m fond of that amusing Manicamp.”

“And did you succeed?”

“For Montalais, yes; for Malicorne, it’s more complicated—he’s still under consideration. Is there anything else you’d like to know?”

“The last word of the couplet remains, La Vallière,” said Saint-Aignan, the grin returning that so bothered Guiche.

“Well,” said Guiche, “it’s true I got her a place in Madame’s household.”

“Ah!” said Saint-Aignan. “But,” Guiche continued, now obviously distant, “you must promise me, Comte, not to joke about that name. Mademoiselle la Baume le Blanc de la Vallière is a young woman of the highest standards.”

“Highest standards, you say?”

“Yes.”

“Then you haven’t heard the latest rumor?” exclaimed Saint-Aignan.

“No, and I would ask you to keep such talk between yourself and whoever spreads it.”

“Oh, come now! You take this too seriously.”

“Yes; Mademoiselle de Vallière is cherished by one of my closest friends.”

Saint-Aignan’s eyes widened.

“Aha!” he exclaimed.

“Indeed, Comte,” continued Guiche, “and as such, you, the most distinguished gentleman in France for polished courtesy, will understand I cannot allow my friend to be ridiculed.”

Saint-Aignan began biting his nails, frustration and curiosity evident. Guiche bowed deeply.

“You’re sending me away,” Saint-Aignan remarked, eager to discover who this friend was.

“I’m not sending you away, my friend. I’m just going to finish my verses for Phyllis.”

“And these verses—”

“Are a quatrain.”

“You understand, I hope, that a quatrain is serious work?”

“Naturally.”

“And as I have only three and a half lines left to write, I need all your attention.”

“I understand perfectly. Farewell, Comte. Oh, by the way—”

“What is it?”

“Are you quick at making verses?”

“Exceptionally quick.”

“Will you have the three and a half lines done by morning?”

“I hope so.”

“Then farewell until tomorrow.”

“Farewell, farewell!”

Saint-Aignan had no choice but to accept the dismissal; he did so and slipped behind the hedge. Their conversation had carried Guiche and Saint-Aignan some distance from the chateau. Every mathematician, poet, and dreamer chases their own passions.

As Saint-Aignan parted from Guiche, he found himself at the edge of the grove, near the servants’ outbuildings. Behind thick clusters of acacia and chestnut trees, their branches wound together and draped with clematis and young vines, ran the wall separating the woods from the courtyard. Alone, Saint-Aignan took the path toward these buildings, while De Guiche moved in the opposite direction. One turned to the flower garden, the other toward the walls.

Saint-Aignan walked beneath a nearly impenetrable canopy of mountain-ash, lilac, and hawthorn, his feet sinking into the soft gravel and thick moss. Deep in thought, he tried to devise some way to take his revenge—a task that seemed increasingly impossible. He felt frustrated for not having learned more about La Vallière, despite his crafty maneuvers to discover the truth.

Suddenly, he heard the sound of voices. There were whispers—a woman’s voice, piqued with annoyance, mixed with pleading, muffled laughter, sighs, and half-surprised exclamations. But above it all, the woman’s voice rang out clearly.

Saint-Aignan paused, surveying his surroundings, and was astonished to find that the voices did not come from the ground, but from among the tree branches. As he glided along the covered path, he looked up and saw a woman perched on a ladder, talking animatedly to a man seated on a branch of a chestnut tree. Only his head was visible; the rest of him was hidden among the dense leaves.




Chapter XLIX: The Labyrinth

Saint-Aignan, initially searching for information, stumbled into an unexpected adventure. This was indeed a stroke of good luck.

Curious about the reason behind the late-night conversation between the man and woman, Saint-Aignan made himself as inconspicuous as possible, positioning himself beneath the rungs of the ladder. Settling against a nearby tree for comfort, he listened intently to their conversation.

The woman spoke first. “Really, Monsieur Manicamp,” she said, her voice both reproachful and playfully coquettish, “your indiscretion is quite dangerous. We can’t remain like this for long without attracting attention.”

“That’s probably true,” the man replied, in a calm and untroubled tone. “But if that happens, what would people say?”

“Oh! If anyone were to see me, I swear I would die of embarrassment.”

“Oh, that would be rather silly; I don’t believe you would.”

“It might have been different if anything had happened between us, but to be upset for no reason at all is truly foolish. So, farewell, Monsieur Manicamp.”

“Things are looking up; I know the man, now let’s see who the woman is,” thought Saint-Aignan, watching the ladder, where two delicate feet clad in blue satin shoes rested.

“Oh, please, my dear Montalais,” cried Manicamp, “don’t go yet! I have so much to tell you—it’s extremely important!”

“Montalais,” Saint-Aignan mused, “one of the three. Each of the three chatterers had her own adventure, but I thought this one’s hero was Malicorne, not Manicamp.”

Responding to her companion’s plea, Montalais paused in her descent, allowing Saint-Aignan to see the unfortunate Manicamp moving from one branch of the chestnut tree to another, either trying to improve his situation or simply to relieve the strain of his awkward position.

“Now, listen to me,” he said, “I hope you know that my intentions are entirely innocent?”

“Of course.”

“But why did you write me a letter to make me feel grateful toward you? Why did you request a meeting at such an hour and in a place like this?”

“I tried to remind you that I was the one who helped you get a position in Madame’s household. Wanting to secure the interview you kindly agreed to, I used what I thought were the safest methods to ensure it. As for the hour and place, I thought it wise to meet at this late hour and in this secluded spot because it’s the least likely to be noticed. Also, I needed to discuss matters requiring both privacy and discretion.”

“Monsieur Manicamp!”

“I promise you, everything I wish to say is perfectly honorable.”

“I believe you, Monsieur Manicamp, but it would be best for me to say good night.”

“No, no! Please hear me out, or I might just jump from my perch to join you. Be careful not to provoke me, because this chestnut tree branch is quite troublesome and could push me to desperate actions. Don’t follow its example; just listen, please.”

“I’m listening, and I will, but please be brief. If the branch is bothering you, I must say that one of the rungs of this ladder is hurting my feet, and my shoes are starting to wear thin.”

“Please, do me the kindness of giving me your hand.”

“Why?”

“Would you kindly?”

“Here is my hand, but what are you going to do?”

“To draw you closer.”

“For what purpose? You’re not trying to get me into the tree with you, surely?”

“No; I want you to sit on the wall. There’s plenty of space, and I would be very glad to sit next to you.”

“No, no; you’re fine where you are; we might be seen.”

“You really think so?” Manicamp asked, insinuation in his voice.

“I’m certain of it.”

“Very well, I’ll stay here in my tree, even though I can’t imagine a less comfortable spot.”

“Monsieur Manicamp, we’re getting off topic.”

“You’re right; we are.”

“You wrote me a letter?”

“I did.”

“Why did you write?”

“Just this afternoon, at two o’clock, De Guiche left.”

“And then?”

“After seeing him depart, I followed him, as I often do.”

“Of course, that makes sense, given that you’re here now.”

“Don’t rush me. You know, I suppose, that De Guiche is in deep disgrace?”

“Alas, yes.”

“It was incredibly reckless of him to come to Fontainebleau seeking out those who’d exiled him from Paris—especially those he’d been separated from.”

“Monsieur Manicamp, you reason like Pythagoras.”

“Furthermore, De Guiche is as stubborn as any man in love can be; he refused to listen to any of my warnings. I begged and pleaded, but he wouldn’t listen. Oh, the devil!”

“What’s wrong?”

“Pardon me, Mademoiselle Montalais, but this wretched branch—which I’ve already mentioned—has just caught on my clothing.”

“It’s quite dark,” Montalais replied with a laugh. “Do go on, M. Manicamp.”

“De Guiche rode off as fast as possible, while I followed more slowly.”

You surely realize that to rush headlong into trouble with a friend, keeping his foolish pace, would be the act of either a madman or an idiot. So, I let De Guiche go ahead while I traveled slowly, certain that he would either be turned away or, if he somehow got in, would leave at the first sharp word. I expected to see him return twice as fast as he had gone, while I myself need not have gone farther than Ris or Melun—and that’s quite far, as you’ll understand, since it’s eleven leagues each way.

Montalais shrugged her shoulders. “Laugh if you want, but if you were perched on this branch as awkwardly as I am seated comfortably atop this wall, you’d be as eager as Augustus to get down.”

“Be patient, my dear M. Manicamp; these minutes will pass quickly. You mentioned you’d gone past Ris and Melun?”

“Yes, I went through Ris and Melun and kept going, more and more puzzled at not meeting De Guiche coming back. Here I am now at Fontainebleau, searching everywhere for him, but no one has seen him. No one in the town has spoken to him; he arrived at full gallop, went into the chateau, and then disappeared. I’ve been here since eight o’clock tonight, searching for De Guiche wherever I could, but he’s nowhere to be found. I’m out of my mind with worry.”

“You see that I haven’t been thoughtlessly throwing myself into the lion’s jaws by entering the chateau as my foolish friend did. I went straight to the servants’ offices and managed to get a letter to you. Now, for Heaven’s sake, my dear young lady, please relieve my anxiety.”

“That’s easily done, dear M. Manicamp; your friend De Guiche has been extremely well received.”

“Really!”

“The king paid him a great deal of attention.”

“The king who banished him!”

“Madame smiled at him, and Monsieur likes him more than ever.”

“Ah! So that’s why he stayed. And did he mention me?”

“Not a word.”

“That’s not very nice. And what is he doing now?”

“He’s probably asleep, or if not, he’s dreaming.”

“And what have they been doing all evening?”

“Dancing.”

“The famous ballet? How did De Guiche appear?”

“Splendid!”

“Fine fellow!”

“Forgive me, Mademoiselle Montalais, but I only need to make my way from here to your room now.”

“What do you mean?”

“I doubt the chateau’s door will be opened for me at this hour. As for spending the night on this branch, I might tolerate it, but I assure you, only a boa constrictor could find it comfortable.”

“But, Monsieur Manicamp, I can’t bring a man over the wall like that.”

“Two, if you please,” came a second voice, timid enough to




Chapter L: How Malicorne Had Been Turned Out of the Hotel of the Beau Paon

While Montalais was busy attending to the comte and Manicamp, Malicorne took the chance to improve his own situation. When she turned back, she immediately noticed the change: he had perched himself on the wall like a mischievous monkey, the wild vine and honeysuckle curling around his head like a faun’s crown, while the twisted ivy amusingly suggested cloven feet. Montalais needed little more to complete her likeness to a dryad.

“Well,” she said, climbing another rung of the ladder, “are you determined to make me miserable? Haven’t you bothered me enough, you tyrant?”

“A tyrant?” Malicorne replied, pretending innocence. “You’re the one always compromising me, Monsieur Malicorne; you’re a true monster of mischief.”

“I?”

“What brings you to Fontainebleau? Isn’t Orleans your home?”

“Do you really want to know why I’m here?”

“I wanted to see you.”

“Oh, how badly I needed that.”

“Not for your sake, maybe, but for mine. Mademoiselle Montalais, you know very well I’ve left my home, and from now on, wherever you are, that’s my home too. Since you’re currently at Fontainebleau, I’m here at Fontainebleau.”

Montalais shrugged. “You wanted to see me, didn’t you?” she replied. “Well, now you have.”

“Well, you’ve seen me—you’re satisfied. Now, please go away.”

“Oh, no,” Malicorne said. “I came to talk with you as well as to see you.”

“Very well, we can talk later, and in another place.”

“Later? Who knows if I’ll find you again in some other place? We won’t find a better spot than this.”

“But I can’t talk now, just at this moment.”

“Why not?”

“Because a thousand things have happened tonight.”

“Well then, whatever I have to speak of will make it a thousand and one.”

“No, no; Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente is waiting for me in our room for something very urgent.”

“How long has she been waiting?”

“For at least an hour.”

“In that case,” Malicorne replied calmly, “she can wait a few more minutes.”

“Monsieur Malicorne,” Montalais said, “you’re forgetting your place.”

“You should rather say that you’re forgetting about me, and I’m growing impatient with the role you’ve stuck me in here! For the last week, I’ve been lurking among the crowds, and not once have you acknowledged my presence.”

“Have you really been hanging about here for a week, M. Malicorne?”

“Like a wolf. Sometimes, I’ve been scorched by fireworks that burned two of my wigs; other times, drenched by the evening damp or the fountains. I’ve been half-starved, worn out, staring at nothing but a wall and facing the miserable choice of climbing over it. Honestly, this is no life for anyone who isn’t a squirrel, salamander, or otter. Since you seem determined to make me give up my humanity, I’ll say it straight: I am a man, and I’ll stay one, unless ordered otherwise.”

“Well then, tell me, what do you want? What do you need? What are you demanding?” Montalais asked, her tone growing more submissive. “Are you really telling me you didn’t know I was at Fontainebleau?”

“I suspected as much.”

“Then why couldn’t you manage to see me even once a day this past week?”

“I was always prevented, M. Malicorne.”

“Nonsense!”

“Ask my companion if you don’t believe me.”

“I don’t need to ask anyone; I know better than that.”

“Calm yourself, M. Malicorne: ‘Things will change.’”

“They must indeed.”

“You know that, even if I don’t see you, I’m always thinking of you,” Montalais said in a coaxing tone.

“Oh, you’re thinking of me, are you? Well, is there any news?”

“What kind of news?”

“My place in Monsieur’s service.”

“Ah, my dear Malicorne, no one has dared approach his royal highness lately.”

“Well, what about now?”

“Now things are different; since yesterday, he finally seems to have given up his jealousy.”

“Really! How did his jealousy just vanish?”

“It’s been redirected.”

“Tell me everything.”

“A rumor started that the king had fallen for someone else, and Monsieur instantly calmed down.”

“And who started that rumor?”

Montalais lowered her voice. “Between us,” she said, “I think Madame and the king are secretly in agreement about it.”

“Ah!” Malicorne replied. “That was the only way to handle it. But what about poor M. de Guiche?”

“Oh, him? He’s no longer in the picture.”

“Have they been writing to each other?”

“No, not at all; I haven’t seen either with a pen all week.”

“And how are things between you and Madame?”

“Very good, actually.”

“And with the king?”

“The king always smiles at me whenever I pass by.”

“Good. Now tell me, who have the lovers chosen as their shield?”

“La Valliere.”

“Oh no, poor girl! We have to stop that!”

“Why?”

“Because if M. Raoul Bragelonne finds out, he could do harm to her or himself.”

“Raoul, poor fellow! Do you really think so?”

“Women like to think they understand how others feel,” Malicorne replied, “but they can rarely see into their own hearts and minds. Let me tell you, M. de Bragelonne loves La Vallière so much that if she betrayed him, I’m sure he’d take her life or his own.”

“But the king will protect her,” Montalais added.

“The king!” Malicorne exclaimed. “Raoul would kill the king just as easily as he would a simple thief.”

“Heavens!” Montalais gasped. “You must be mad, M. Malicorne.”

“Not at all. Everything I’ve said is completely serious. And I know one thing for sure.”

“What’s that?”

“I intend to quietly warn Raoul about the trick.”

“Shh!” Montalais urged, climbing another rung of the ladder to get closer to Malicorne. “Don’t say a word to poor Raoul.”

“Why not?”

“Because, at this point, you know nothing at all.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, this evening—but I hope nobody’s listening?”

“No one.”

“Well, this evening, under the royal oak, La Vallière said out loud, perfectly innocently, ‘I can’t imagine that anyone, having once seen the king, could ever love another man.’”

Malicorne nearly lost his footing on the wall. “Unlucky girl! Did she really say that?”

“Word for word.”

“And she actually believes it?”

“La Vallière always means what she says.”

“That definitely calls for vengeance.”

“Women are the very essence of trickery,” Malicorne lamented.

“Calm yourself, dear Malicorne, calm yourself,” Montalais replied soothingly.

“No, no; we need to face the truth directly. We still have time to tell Raoul,” he insisted.

“Fool! It’s too late for that,” Montalais answered.

“What do you mean?”

“La Vallière’s remark, meant for the king, has already reached him.”

“The king knows, then? Someone must have told him?”

“The king heard it himself.”

“Ahime! as the cardinal used to say.”

“The king was hiding in the thicket near the royal oak.”

“Then it stands to reason,” Malicorne said, “that the plan between the king and Madame will unfold smoothly, rolling right over poor Bragelonne.”

“Exactly.”

“Well,” Malicorne said after pausing in thought, “let’s not place ourselves between a mighty oak and a great king, or we’ll be crushed to bits.”

“That’s exactly what I was going to say.”

“Let’s look out for our own interests, then.”

“An excellent idea.”

“Open your lovely eyes.”

“And you, your careful ears.”

“Come, a kiss.”

“Here,” Montalais said, giving a playful peck. “Now, what’s next for us?”

First, there’s M. de Guiche, who loves Madame; next we have La Vallière, who cares for the king; then the king himself, who’s torn between Madame and La Vallière; and finally, there’s Monsieur, who loves only himself. In the middle of all these tangled emotions, even a fool could find fortune—so wise people like us ought to do even better.

“There you go with your daydreams again.”

“No, I speak of real things. Let me guide you, my dear. Haven’t things gone well for you so far?”

“They have.”

“Well, the future follows from the past. And since everyone else is focused on their own interests, let’s do the same.”

“Absolutely.”

“But just for ourselves.”

“Agreed.”

“An offensive and defensive alliance.”

“I’m ready to seal it.”

“Then put out your hand and say, ‘All for Malicorne.’”

“All for Malicorne.”

“And I’ll say, ‘All for Montalais,’” replied Malicorne, offering his hand in return.

“So, what do we do now?”

“Keep your eyes and ears open at all times. Collect every weapon against others you can. Never leave anything around that could be turned against us.”

“Agreed.”

“Settled.”

“Sworn. Now the agreement’s made, goodbye.”

“What do you mean by ‘goodbye?’”

“Well, you can go back to your inn.”

“My inn?”

“Yes; aren’t you staying at the Beau Paon?”

“Montalais, you’re admitting you knew I was in Fontainebleau.”

“Well, what does that prove, except that I think of you more than you deserve?”

“Hm!”

“Then go back to the Beau Paon.”

“That’s out of the question now.”

“Don’t you have a room there?”

“I did, but I don’t anymore.”

“Who took it from you?”

“I’ll tell you. Earlier, I was returning after searching for you. When I finally got back to the hotel, out of breath, I saw a litter carried by four peasants bringing in a sick monk.”

“A monk?”

“Yes, an old gray-bearded Franciscan. I watched as they entered the hotel, and when they carried him upstairs, I followed. At the top, they took him into my room.”

“Into your room?”

“Yes, into my own apartment. Thinking it was a mistake, I called for the landlord, who told me that the room I’d had for the last eight days was rented to the Franciscan for the ninth.”

“Oh, oh!”

“That’s exactly what I said. Actually, I was about to lose my temper. I went back upstairs again. I spoke to the Franciscan, hoping to point out the mistake. But, despite seeming frail, the monk propped himself up on one arm, fixed me with blazing eyes, and in a voice like a cavalry trumpeter, ordered, ‘Turn this fellow out of doors.’ The landlord and four porters gladly obeyed, rushing me down the stairs faster than was comfortable. And that, my dear, is how I’m now without a place to stay.”

“Who could this Franciscan be?” Montalais asked. “Is he a general?”

“That’s exactly the title one of the litter-bearers used when speaking to him in quiet tones.”

“So, I’ve no room, no hotel, no lodging,” Montalais concluded, her determination matching that of our friend Manicamp, who had just insisted he wouldn’t sleep outside.

“What are we to do, then?” Montalais wondered aloud.

“Nothing could be simpler,” a third voice chimed in. Both Montalais and Malicorne started as Saint-Aignan appeared. “Dear Monsieur Malicorne,” he said, “luck has brought me back to help you out of your difficulty.”

“Come, I can offer you a room in my own apartments, and I promise you, no Franciscan will take it from you. As for you, my dear lady, don’t worry. I already knew Mademoiselle de la Vallière’s secret, as well as Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente’s. Your secret, which you’ve generously just confided to me, is safe as well; I thank you for that. I can handle three secrets as easily as one.”

Malicorne and Montalais exchanged looks, like guilty children. But seeing the opportunity in the offer, Malicorne nodded to Montalais, and she nodded back. He climbed down the ladder, step by step, already thinking how to get every possible detail from M. de Saint-Aignan about the infamous secret.

Montalais had already darted away like a deer, navigating the crossroads and maze with instinctive grace. Meanwhile, Saint-Aignan took Malicorne under his care, led him to his lodging, and gave him every possible courtesy. He was delighted to have so close at hand the two very men who, even if De Guiche stayed silent, could give him the best insights into the maids of honor.




Chapter LI: What Actually Happened at the Inn Called the Beau Paon

To begin, let’s provide some background on the inn called the Beau Paon. Its name came from its sign, which showed a peacock proudly spreading its tail. In a playful nod to certain painters who depicted the serpent that tempted Eve as a handsome young man, the sign’s artist had bestowed feminine features upon the peacock. This well-known inn—a kind of architectural jest aimed at the half of humanity that makes life delightful—was situated in Fontainebleau, at the first turn on the left side of the road coming from Paris, the main road that runs through Fontainebleau. This side street was called the Rue de Lyon, most likely because it pointed in the direction of the kingdom’s second capital.

The street itself had only two residences occupied by tradespeople, separated by two large gardens bordered with hedges. At first glance, though, it seemed there were three houses along the street. Let’s clarify, despite appearances, that there were really only two.

The Beau Paon inn faced the main street, but along Rue de Lyon, two rows of buildings divided by courtyards provided accommodations suitable for all kinds of travelers—whether they arrived on foot, horseback, or by carriage. Guests could find not just food and lodging, but also places for exercise or solitude, catering even to the wealthiest courtiers who, after setbacks at court, came seeking shelter to contemplate their grievances or plot their revenge.

From the windows of this part of the inn, travelers could look out at the street, where grass grew between the paving stones, gradually loosening them. They could admire the charming hedges of elder and thorn that embraced the inn like two green, flowery arms. Beyond these hedges, a thick line of trees formed an almost impenetrable barrier, marking the edge of the great forest beyond Fontainebleau.

Those who managed to secure a room at the corner of the building could enjoy both the sights and sounds of the lively main street—with its constant flow of passersby and festive gatherings—and the peacefulness of the countryside from the Rue de Lyon. Furthermore, in emergencies, if someone knocked at the main door on Rue de Paris, a quick escape could be made through a small door on Rue de Lyon, slipping through the gardens of the neighboring homes to reach the forest’s edge.

Malicorne, who first mentioned this inn when he complained about being evicted, had been too caught up in his own troubles to share its interesting details with Montalais. Apart from mentioning the Franciscan friar, he hadn’t said anything about the others staying at the inn. We shall now attempt to fill in those details.

The manner in which the guests arrived, their way of living, and the fact that—apart from a few privileged travelers—it was nearly impossible for anyone to enter the hotel without a password, or to stay without certain precautions, must have struck Malicorne; in fact, we can be certain it did. But, as we’ve noted, Malicorne had his own personal concerns occupying his thoughts, distracting him from the affairs of others.

In truth, all the hotel’s rooms were taken by strangers who rarely ventured out. These guests kept to themselves, their faces serious and reflective, and not one was known to Malicorne. Each had arrived after him, entering the premises only after presenting a kind of password—a detail that aroused Malicorne’s curiosity in the beginning. When he inquired about it too boldly, the landlord explained that strict vigilance was needed since there were many wealthy nobles in town, which naturally attracted skilled and tenacious thieves. The good name of an inn like the Beau Paon depended on ensuring its guests were not robbed.

Sometimes, as Malicorne pondered his situation at the inn, he wondered how he himself had been admitted while so many others were refused. He considered the fact that Manicamp—a person whom Malicorne believed deserved universal respect—had been turned away at the Beau Paon when he’d just wanted to bait his horse. Both Manicamp and his horse were greeted with a blunt nescio vos, leaving Malicorne perplexed. His mind was too busy with love and ambition to dwell deeply on the enigma, and even if he had tried, it is doubtful he would have succeeded, despite the intelligence we’ve credited him with. A few details will show that only Oedipus himself could have untangled this particular puzzle.

Over the course of the week, seven travelers came to stay at the inn, all arriving the day after Malicorne chose the Beau Paon as his lodging. Each of these seven, whose retinue was fitting to their station, included: First, a German army brigadier, with his secretary, doctor, three servants, and seven horses.

This brigadier was called the Comte de Wostpur. With him was a Spanish cardinal, Monseigneur Herrebia, who brought two nephews, two secretaries, a household officer, and twelve horses. Then there was a wealthy merchant from Bremen named Meinheer Bonstett, accompanied by his servant and two horses. Also present: a senator from Venice, Signor Marini, traveling with his wife and daughter, both remarkably beautiful. A Scottish laird named MacCumnor arrived with seven highlanders from his clan, all traveling on foot. An Austrian from Vienna, known simply as “the Councilor,” had neither title nor coat of arms, but came by carriage, combining the look of both a priest and a soldier. Finally, a Flemish lady arrived, attended by a valet, a lady’s maid, a companion, and an impressive array of servants, all equipped with fine horses.

She was known as the Flemish lady. All these guests arrived on the same day, yet their presence caused no confusion in the inn or commotion in the street. Their accommodations had been requested in advance by their respective couriers or secretaries, who had come the day before or in the early morning.

Malicorne, having arrived earlier with only a tired horse and a slim valise, introduced himself at the Beau Paon as a friend of a nobleman about to come to the festivities, who would be arriving soon. The landlord smiled knowingly at this, as though he recognized Malicorne or the nobleman he referenced. “Since you’re the first to arrive, monsieur, choose whatever room you want,” the landlord said.

His tone suggested the sort of deference hosts show to important guests: “Make yourself comfortable, monsieur; we know who you are, and you’ll be treated accordingly.” Malicorne found the landlord’s words pleasant but somewhat ambiguous. Wary of appearing to overstep in his expenses, yet also sensing that if he asked for a modest room he might be refused for lack of status, he decided to accept the innkeeper’s offer, responding with a sly smile that hinted he expected only the best.

“My good host,” he replied, “I shall take the finest, most cheerful room in the house.”

“With a stable?” asked the landlord.

“Yes, with a stable.”

“And when would you like to move in?”

“Right now, if possible.”

“Certainly.”

“But,” Malicorne added, “I’ll leave the large room empty for the moment.”

“Very well!” said the landlord, looking as though he understood perfectly.

“For reasons you’ll understand in time, I must take only this small room for myself, at my own expense for now.”

“Yes, yes,” the landlord replied. “When your friend arrives, he shall have the larger suite. That will be his arrangement, and he’ll pay for it himself, of course.”

“Of course,” agreed Malicorne. “Let’s take it as settled then?”

“Settled, word for word.”

“Remarkable,” Malicorne thought to himself. “You do follow, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

“If it’s clear, there’s nothing more to discuss. You do understand?”

“Perfectly.”

“Good; then please show me to my room.”

The landlord, cap in hand, led Malicorne along, continuing to fix him with a knowing look and a sly wink at each turn. “There’s some mix-up here,” Malicorne mused, “but until it’s sorted out, I might as well benefit from it, which is the wisest course.” So he hurried to his room, eager to gather the latest court gossip and intrigues, and soon found himself in trouble here and nearly drowning there, as he had told Mademoiselle de Montalais. The next day, after getting settled in his room, he watched seven new arrivals follow one after another in quick order, rapidly filling every other room in the inn.

Seeing this sudden flood of people, carriages, and servants, Malicorne rubbed his hands together in satisfaction, realizing that if he had waited just a day longer, he might not have found a bed after his rambles. When all were settled, the landlord came to Malicorne’s room and, with his usual courtesy, said, “My dear monsieur, the large suite in the third detached building remains reserved for you, you know?”

“Yes, I’m aware.”

“I’m giving it to you as a gift, really.”

“Much obliged.”

“So when your friend arrives—”

“Yes?”

“I hope he’ll be satisfied with me; if not, he must be hard to please.”

“If I may say a word about my friend—”

“Of course, you’re entitled to.”

“He planned to come, you know.”

“And he still does.”

“He may have changed his mind.”

“Not at all.”

“You’re sure?”

“Absolutely certain.”

“But just in case there’s some doubt—”

“Yes?”

“I can’t guarantee he’ll come.”

“Still, he told you—”

“He did, but you know the saying: ‘man proposes, God disposes—verba volant, scripta manent.’”

“Which means—”

“That spoken promises disappear, but written ones remain. As he didn’t write, just said he’d authorize me—but without explicit instruction—you see it puts me in a delicate spot.”

“What do you authorize me to do, then?”

“To rent out the rooms if someone suitable turns up.”

“I?”

“Yes, you.”

“I wouldn’t do such a thing, monsieur. If he hasn’t written to you, he’s written to me.”

“Indeed! What does he say? Let’s see if the letter matches his word.”

“Here’s almost what he wrote: ‘To the landlord of the Beau Paon Hotel—You’ll have heard of a meeting arranged among certain important people at your inn; I shall be one of those meeting the others at Fontainebleau.’”

“Reserve a small room for a friend arriving before or after me—and you are that friend, I presume,” the landlord interrupted, peering over the letter. Malicorne nodded modestly. The host continued:

“‘And a large suite for myself. The large suite is my concern; I request only that the small room be affordable, since it’s for a terribly poor fellow.’ That’s still you, isn’t it?”

“Of course,” affirmed Malicorne.

“Then it’s agreed: your friend will pay for his suite, and you pay for the small room.”

“May I be broken on the wheel,” Malicorne muttered, “if I understand any of this.” He added aloud, “So then, are you satisfied with the name?”

“With what name?”

“The name at the end of the letter.”

“Does it offer the guarantee you want?”

“I was going to ask to see the name.”

“What! Wasn’t the letter signed?”

“No,” said the landlord, eyes widening.

“In that case,” Malicorne said, mirroring the landlord’s intrigue and secrecy, “if he didn’t give his name, you must see he has his reasons.”

“Oh, naturally.”

“And so, as his friend and confidant, I can’t betray him.”

“You’re absolutely right, monsieur,” the landlord responded. “I won’t press further.”

“I appreciate your discretion. As my friend said, my room is my business, so let’s settle up. Straight accounts make long friendships. What do I owe?”

“No rush at all.”

“Even so, let’s settle it now.”

“My room, my meals, a stable for my horse, his feed—how much per day?”

“Four livres, monsieur.”

“So twelve livres for the three days I’ve stayed?”

“Yes, monsieur.”

“Here’s your twelve livres.”

“But why pay now?”

“Because,” said Malicorne, lowering his voice and assuming the mysterious manner that had served him well, “if I have to leave suddenly, I want my account clear.”

“You are quite right, monsieur.”

“Then I can consider myself at home?”

“Absolutely.”

“Very good. Farewell.” The landlord departed.

Left alone, Malicorne reasoned with himself: “Only De Guiche or Manicamp could have written to this fellow. De Guiche, wanting a place outside the court, whether things go well or badly; or Manicamp, because De Guiche likely asked him to handle it. Either would have worked this out: the large apartment could be a retreat for a woman in heavy veils, with two secret exits—one onto a less traveled street, and another leading directly to the forest. The small room would be a hiding place for Manicamp, De Guiche’s confidant and doorkeeper, or else for De Guiche himself if he chooses to swap places for discretion. This supposed ‘meeting’ must be for those about to be presented to the king, and the ‘poor devil’ in the small room is just an excuse—a decoy to keep things secret. If that’s really the case—and it most likely is—then things aren’t so bad; the difference between me and Manicamp is just a string on a coin purse.”

Comforted by this reasoning, Malicorne fell into a deep sleep, letting the seven travelers go about as they pleased in their rooms. Whenever court matters didn’t trouble him, and once he tired from his adventures or grew sick of writing undeliverable letters, he retreated to his little room. On its balcony, decorated with nasturtiums and white pinks, he found Fontainebleau’s parties and amusements not nearly so enticing.

Things went on like this until the seventh day—the very day and night just described in detail in the preceding chapters. That night, at around one o’clock, Malicorne was enjoying the night air at his window when he saw Manicamp arriving on horseback, looking tired and thoughtful.

“Excellent!” Malicorne said to himself, immediately recognizing him. “Here’s my friend, come to claim the suite—my room, in other words.” He called to Manicamp, who glanced up and recognized Malicorne at once.

“Ah! By Jove!” exclaimed Manicamp, his face lighting up. “Good to see you, Malicorne. I’ve been wandering around Fontainebleau looking for three things I can’t seem to find: De Guiche, a room, and a stable.”

“As for De Guiche, I can’t offer you news, since I haven’t seen him. But a room and stable—that’s another story: they’re reserved for you.”

“Reserved—by whom?”

“By you, I guess.”

“By me?”

“You mean you didn’t send advance word yourself?”

“Not in the least,” Manicamp replied just as the innkeeper came out at the doorway. “I need a room,” Manicamp said. “Did you reserve one for me, monsieur?”

“No.”

“Then I have no rooms left.”

“In that case, then yes, I did reserve a room,” Manicamp insisted. “Just a room, or full accommodations?”

“Whatever you can offer.”

“By letter?” pressed the landlord. Malicorne gave Manicamp a subtle signal.

“Of course, by letter,” said Manicamp. “Didn’t you receive one from me?”

“What was its date?” the host asked, his suspicions aroused by Manicamp’s hesitation. Manicamp scratched his ear and glanced at Malicorne, but Malicorne had already left his window and was heading down to help his friend. At that moment, a traveler wrapped in a large Spanish cloak arrived at the porch—close enough to hear their exchange.

“I’m asking you again,” the landlord pressed, “when did you send that letter to reserve your room?”

“Last Wednesday,” the mysterious stranger answered smoothly, lightly touching the landlord’s arm.

Manicamp stepped back, letting Malicorne join him at the door, scratching his own ear. The innkeeper welcomed him like a genuine guest. “Monsieur, your room is ready, as is the stable. However—” He looked around and asked, “Where are your horses?”

“My horses may or may not arrive. That shouldn’t trouble you, so long as you’re compensated for what you’re holding.” The landlord bowed more deeply. “You have,” the stranger continued, “kept the small room that I requested, haven’t you?”

“Oh!” Malicorne exclaimed, trying to slip away unseen.

“Your friend has occupied it for the past week,” the landlord answered, pointing at Malicorne.

The traveler pulled his cloak tighter, covering the lower half of his face, and quickly glanced at Malicorne. “This gentleman is no friend of mine,” he stated.

The landlord started in surprise.

“I am not acquainted with this gentleman,” the traveler continued.

“What!” cried the host, turning to Malicorne. “You’re not this man’s friend?”

“What does it matter who’s whose friend, as long as you are paid?” Malicorne replied grandly, imitating the traveler’s tone.

“It matters in this way,” the landlord insisted, realizing he had mixed up two guests. “I must ask you, monsieur, to leave the rooms, which someone else reserved in advance.”

“Still,” protested Malicorne, “surely this gentleman cannot need both a room downstairs and a suite upstairs. If he wants the room, I’ll take the suite. If he wants the suite, I’ll accept the room.”

“I’m very sorry,” the traveler said quietly, “but I need both the room and the apartment.”

“For whom, at least?” Malicorne pressed.

“The apartment is for myself.”

“And the room?”

“Look,” the traveler said, pointing to a distant procession in the road.

Malicorne turned where he was directed and saw the Franciscan being carried in on a litter. He remembered telling Montalais about the friar’s arrival and his own hints at a more humble approach. But the arrival of the stranger and the sick Franciscan led to Malicorne’s abrupt eviction from the inn, carried out briskly by the landlord and the peasants who had brought the friar, with no concern for Malicorne’s complaints.

The aftermath of his expulsion has already been recounted: Manicamp’s conversation with Montalais, in which, with more skill than Malicorne could muster, he gathered news of De Guiche; Montalais’s subsequent talk with Malicorne; and, finally, the notes from the Comte de Saint-Aignan that were given to both Manicamp and Malicorne.

Now, it is time we reveal to our readers the identity of the cloaked traveler—the main occupant of the double apartment, of which Malicorne only used part—and the Franciscan, an equally mysterious figure, whose arrival alongside the traveler so unfortunately upset our friends’ plans.




Chapter LII: A Jesuit in the Eleventh Year

To spare the reader needless suspense, let’s get straight to the point. The traveler with the cloak over his face was Aramis. After leaving Fouquet, he changed into full cavalier attire from a portmanteau his servant opened, then departed the chateau for the Beau Paon, where the landlord confirmed he had reserved a room and suite days earlier.

Once Malicorne and Manicamp had been sent off, Aramis approached the Franciscan and asked if he preferred the apartment or the room. The Franciscan asked which was where. Aramis explained that the room was on the first floor, while the apartment was upstairs. “Then I’ll take the room,” the Franciscan decided.

Aramis didn’t argue. Respectfully, he turned to the landlord and said, “The room.” With a bow, he retired to the suite, while the Franciscan was carried into the room.

Is it not remarkable to see a church prelate showing such deference to a simple monk—especially one from a mendicant order? A coveted room was handed over without even being requested. Moreover, how do we explain that Aramis showed up at the hotel at all, when he had come to the chateau with M. Fouquet and could have stayed there?

As the Franciscan was brought up the stairs, he said nothing, despite obvious suffering. Every time the litter struck the wall or banister, a painful shudder passed through him. When he finally got to the room, he turned to his bearers and said, “Be so kind as to place me in that armchair.” The carriers gently set the litter down and, with great care, lifted the sick man into his requested chair, set at the head of the bed. “Now,” he went on, kindly, “please ask the landlord to come.”

They did as asked, and within five minutes, the landlord arrived…




Chapter LIII: The State Secret

A few moments after the doctor left, the confessor arrived. He had barely crossed the threshold when the Franciscan fixed him with a penetrating gaze and, shaking his head, murmured, “A weak mind, I see; may Heaven forgive me if I die without the aid of this living embodiment of human frailty.” The confessor, for his part, regarded the dying man with a mix of astonishment and dread. He had never before encountered eyes so fiercely bright just before they were about to close, nor such a terrifying gaze at the brink of death.

The Franciscan made a swift, commanding gesture with his hand. “Sit down, my father,” he said. “Listen to me.” The Jesuit confessor, a good priest and a recent initiate into the order—having only just glimpsed the beginning of its mysteries—yielded to the authority the penitent exuded.

“There are several people staying in this hotel,” the Franciscan continued.

“But,” the Jesuit interjected, “I thought I was summoned to hear a confession. Is that what your remark is?”

“Why do you ask?”

“To determine whether I should keep your words confidential.”

“My remarks are part of my confession; I entrust them to you in your role as confessor.”

“Very well,” said the priest, settling into the chair the Franciscan had just vacated with great effort to lie down on the bed. The Franciscan continued, “I repeat, there are several people staying in this inn.”

“I’ve heard as much.”

“They should number eight in total.”

The Jesuit nodded, signaling his understanding. “The first person I wish to speak to,” the dying man said, “is a German from Vienna named Baron de Wostpur. Please go to him and inform him that the person he was expecting has arrived.” The confessor, taken aback, looked at his penitent; this confession was certainly unusual.

“Obey,” the Franciscan commanded, his tone leaving no room for resistance. The subdued Jesuit rose and exited the room. Once he was gone, the Franciscan returned to the papers that a previous bout of fever had forced him to set aside.

“The Baron de Wostpur? Excellent!” he remarked. “Ambitious, foolish, and financially strained.” He folded the papers and tucked them under his pillow just as rapid footsteps echoed down the corridor.

The confessor returned, accompanied by Baron de Wostpur, who strode in with his head held high, as if debating whether he could touch the ceiling with the feather in his hat. Upon seeing the Franciscan, his somber expression, and the starkness of the room, he paused and asked, “Who has summoned me?”

“I have,” replied the Franciscan, turning to the confessor. “My good father, please leave us for a moment. When this gentleman departs, you may return.” The Jesuit exited, likely seizing this brief reprieve from the dying man to inquire of the host about this peculiar penitent, who treated his confessor no better than a servant.

The baron approached the bed, eager to speak, but the Franciscan raised a hand to silence him. “Every moment is precious,” he urged, his tone urgent. “You’ve come here for the competition, haven’t you?”

“Yes, my father.”

“You aspire to be elected general of the order?”

“I do.”

“You understand the conditions under which you can attain this esteemed position, one that places you above monarchs and on equal footing with popes?”

“Who are you,” the baron demanded, “to subject me to these questions?”

“I am the one you expected.”

“The elector-general?”

“I am the elected.”

“You are—”

The Franciscan cut him off, extending his frail hand, the ring of the general of the order glinting in the light. The baron recoiled in astonishment, then, bowing deeply, exclaimed, “Is it possible that you are here, monseigneur? You, in this wretched room, on this miserable bed, seeking and selecting the future general—your own successor?”

“Do not trouble yourself about that, monsieur. Instead, fulfill the principal condition at once: provide the order with a secret of such significance that one of the greatest courts of Europe will, through your means, be forever bound to the order.”

“Do you possess the secret you promised in your request to the grand council?”

“Monseigneur—”

“Let us proceed in due order,” the monk interjected. “You are the Baron de Wostpur?”

“Yes, monseigneur.”

“And this letter is from you?”

“Yes, monseigneur.”

The general of the Jesuits pulled a paper from his bundle and presented it to the baron. The baron glanced at it, nodded, and affirmed, “Yes, monseigneur, this letter is indeed mine.”

“Can you show me the reply that the secretary of the grand council sent you?”

“Here it is,” the baron replied, extending a letter toward the Franciscan. It bore the simple address, “To his excellency the Baron de Wostpur,” and contained only this phrase: “From the 15th to the 22nd May, Fontainebleau, the hotel of the Beau Paon.—A. M. D. G.” “Very well,” said the Franciscan. “Now, speak.”

“I command a body of troops consisting of 50,000 men; all the officers are on my side. I am encamped on the banks of the Danube. In just four days, I can overthrow the emperor, who, as you know, opposes the advancement of our order, and replace him with whichever prince from his family we choose.” The Franciscan listened, his expression unchanged.

“Is that all?” he asked.

“A revolution across Europe is part of my plan,” the baron replied.

“Very well, Monsieur de Wostpur. You will receive a response; return to your room and leave Fontainebleau within the next fifteen minutes.”

The baron retreated, bowing as if bidding farewell to the emperor he was prepared to betray. “There’s no secret in that,” the Franciscan murmured. “It’s a plot.” “Besides,” he added after a moment’s thought, “the future of Europe is no longer in the hands of the House of Austria.”

With a pencil in hand, he struck the name of Baron de Wostpur from the list. “Now for the cardinal,” he continued. “We need something more substantial from Spain.”

Lifting his gaze, he noticed the confessor standing by, awaiting his orders with the respect of a schoolboy. “Ah, I see,” he remarked, observing the man’s submissive demeanor. “You’ve been speaking with the landlord.”

“Yes, monseigneur, and with the physician as well.”

“To Grisart?”

“Yes.”

“He’s here, then?”

“He’s waiting with the potion he promised.”

“Very well; if I need him, I will call. You understand the significance of my confession, don’t you?”

“Yes, monseigneur.”

“Then go and fetch me the Spanish Cardinal Herrebia. Hurry. And since you grasp the matter at hand, stay close by, as I’m beginning to feel faint.”

“Shall I summon the physician?”

“Not yet, not yet… just the Spanish cardinal. No one else.” “Hurry.”

Five minutes later, the cardinal, pale and visibly shaken, entered the small room. “I have been informed, monseigneur—” he stammered.

“Get to the point,” the Franciscan replied in a faint voice, holding up a letter he had written to the grand council. “Is that your handwriting?”

“Yes, but—”

“And your summons?”

The cardinal hesitated. His purple robes felt out of place against the humble attire of the poor Franciscan, who extended his hand to reveal the ring—a symbol of authority that carried weight, especially in the presence of someone as powerful as the cardinal. “Quick, the secret, the secret!” urged the dying man, leaning heavily on his confessor.

“Coram isto?” inquired the Spanish cardinal.

“Speak in Spanish,” replied the Franciscan, his attention fully engaged.

“You are aware, monseigneur,” the cardinal continued in Castilian, “that the condition for the marriage of the Infanta to the king of France was the absolute renunciation of all claims to the crown of Spain by both the Infanta and King Louis XIV.” The Franciscan nodded in agreement.

“The consequence is,” the cardinal went on, “that the peace and alliance between our two kingdoms hinge on the observance of that clause in the contract.” The Franciscan affirmed with another nod.

“Not only France and Spain,” the cardinal elaborated, “but all of Europe would be violently torn apart by the betrayal of either party.” The dying man responded with a slight movement of his head.

“Furthermore,” the cardinal continued, “the one who can foresee events and clarify what is merely a vague notion in the minds of men—namely, the idea of future good or evil—could spare the world from a great catastrophe. An event that lacks certainty, even in the mind of its originator, could be turned to the advantage of our order.”

“Pronto, pronto!” murmured the Franciscan in Spanish, suddenly paling and leaning heavily against the priest.

The cardinal leaned closer to the ear of the dying man and said, “Well, monseigneur, I know that the king of France has resolved that, at the first opportunity—a death, for instance, whether that of the king of Spain or a brother of the Infanta—France will, sword in hand, claim the inheritance. I have in my possession a carefully prepared plan of action agreed upon by Louis XIV for this very occasion.”

“And this plan?” asked the Franciscan.

“Here it is,” the cardinal replied, presenting the document.

“In whose handwriting is it?”

“My own.”

“Do you have anything more to say to me?”

“I believe I’ve said quite a bit, my lord,” the cardinal answered.

“Yes, you have rendered the order a great service. But how did you acquire the details that informed your plan?”

“I have the underlings of the king of France in my employ, and I gather all the discarded papers that would otherwise be burned.”

“Very clever,” the Franciscan murmured, attempting a smile. “You will leave this hotel in a quarter of an hour, and a response will be sent to you.” With that, the cardinal took his leave.

“Call Grisart and ask the Venetian Marini to come,” said the sick man. As the confessor complied, the Franciscan, instead of striking out the cardinal’s name as he had done with the baron’s, made a cross beside it. Exhausted by the effort, he sank back onto his bed, murmuring Dr. Grisart’s name. When he regained his senses, he realized he had consumed about half of the potion, the rest still sitting in the glass. He found himself supported by the physician, while the Venetian and the confessor stood close to the door.

The Venetian went through the same formalities as his two predecessors, hesitating at the sight of the two strangers. However, bolstered by the general’s order, he revealed that the pope, fearful of the order’s power, was plotting a general expulsion of the Jesuits and was seeking the support of various courts across Europe to aid in his scheme.

He described the pontiff’s aides, detailing their methods and pinpointing the specific location in the Archipelago where, in a sudden twist, two cardinals—adepts of the eleventh year and thus high in authority—were to be transported along with thirty-two key affiliated members from Rome. The Franciscan expressed his gratitude to Signor Marini; the service he had rendered by exposing this pontifical scheme was no small matter for the society.

With that, the Venetian received instructions to depart within a quarter of an hour, leaving as radiant as if he already possessed the ring, the symbol of the society’s supreme authority. Yet, as he was leaving, the Franciscan murmured to himself, “All these men are either spies or some form of police; none of them are generals. They’ve all uncovered a plot, but not a single one has grasped the secret. The Society of Jesus cannot be governed through ruin, war, or force, but rather by the mysterious influence that only moral superiority can bestow.”

“No, the man has not yet been found, and to compound my misfortune, Heaven strikes me down, and I am dying. Oh! Must society truly collapse with me for the lack of a single pillar to support it? Must death, which awaits me, consume the future of our order along with my own? That future, which ten more years of my life could have rendered eternal? With the reign of the new king, that future is unfolding, radiant and full of promise.”

These words, half-formed and half-spoken, were met with a terror in the Jesuit confessor akin to the dread one feels when listening to the delirium of a fevered mind. In contrast, Grisart, with a more discerning intellect, absorbed them like revelations from an unknown realm, his gaze lost in a comprehension he could not grasp. Suddenly, the Franciscan regained his composure.

“Let us finish this,” he said. “Death is approaching. Just moments ago, I was resigned to my fate, clinging to hope… but now I sink into despair. Unless those who remain… Grisart, Grisart, grant me just one more hour of life.”

Grisart moved closer to the dying monk and made him swallow a few drops—not from the potion still lingering in the glass, but from a small bottle he carried with him.

“Call the Scotsman!” the Franciscan exclaimed. “Call the Bremen merchant. Call, call quickly! I am dying. I can’t breathe.”

The confessor rushed forward to seek help, as if any human strength could stave off the hand of death that weighed heavily on the sick man. But at the threshold of the door, he encountered Aramis, who, with a finger pressed to his lips like the statue of Harpocrates, the god of silence, gestured for him to retreat to the far end of the room. The physician and the confessor exchanged glances, contemplating whether to push past Aramis, but he halted them with two distinct signs of the cross, each made in a different manner, effectively freezing them in place. “A chief!” they both whispered.

Aramis then moved slowly into the room, where the dying man was grappling with the initial waves of agony that had overtaken him.

As for the Franciscan, whether due to the effects of the elixir or the sudden appearance of Aramis restoring his strength, he stirred. His eyes were wide, his mouth slightly open, and his hair damp with sweat as he sat up in bed. Aramis sensed the stifling air of the room; the windows were shut tight, the fire crackled in the hearth, and a pair of yellow wax candles dripped down their copper candlesticks, thick smoke further raising the temperature. He opened the window, and casting a look filled with intelligence and respect at the dying man, said, “Monseigneur, please forgive my intrusion before you summoned me. Your condition alarms me, and I feared you might pass before we had a chance to speak, for I am only the sixth on your list.”

The dying man flinched and glanced at the list. “So you are the one formerly known as Aramis, now the Chevalier d’Herblay? You are the Bishop of Vannes?”

“Yes, my lord.”

“I remember you; I have seen you before.”

“At the last jubilee, we were together with the Holy Father.”

“Yes, yes, I recall. And you wish to place yourself on the list of candidates?”

“Monseigneur, I have heard it said that the order requires one to possess a significant state secret. Knowing that, out of modesty, you had resigned your functions in favor of the person who would hold such a secret, I wrote to express my readiness to compete, as I possess a secret I believe to be of great importance.”

“Speak,” said the Franciscan. “I am ready to listen and to assess the significance of your secret.”

“A secret of this magnitude cannot be conveyed through mere words. Any idea that is spoken loses its protection; once expressed, it becomes common and is no longer the exclusive property of its originator. My words may be overheard by a listener, or perhaps an enemy; one should not speak carelessly, for in such a case, the secret would cease to be one.”

“How do you propose to convey your secret, then?” inquired the dying monk. With one hand, Aramis gestured for the physician and confessor to withdraw, while with the other, he handed the Franciscan a paper sealed in a double envelope.

“Isn’t writing even more dangerous than spoken words?”

“No, my lord,” Aramis replied. “Within this envelope, you will find symbols that only you and I can understand.” The Franciscan regarded Aramis with growing astonishment. “It is a cipher,” Aramis continued, “the one you used in 1655, which only your deceased secretary, Juan Jujan, could decipher—if he were alive again.”

“You knew this cipher, then?”

“It was I who taught it to him,” Aramis said, bowing with a respectful grace as he moved toward the door, as if to leave the room. But a gesture from the Franciscan, accompanied by a cry for him to stay, halted him.

“Ecce homo!” he exclaimed, and after reading the paper a second time, he called out, “Come, come quickly!”

Aramis returned to the Franciscan’s side, his calm demeanor and respectful manner unchanged. The Franciscan extended his arm and, using the flame of the candle, burned the paper Aramis had given him.

Taking hold of Aramis’s hand, he drew him closer and asked, “How could you possibly come to know such a secret, and by whose means?”

“Through Madame de Chevreuse, the queen’s intimate friend and confidante.”

“And Madame de Chevreuse—”

“Is dead.”

“Did anyone else know?”

“Only a man and a woman, both of the lower classes.”

“Who are they?”

“People who raised him.”

“What has happened to them?”

“They are dead as well. This secret burns like vitriol.”

“But you survive?”

“No one knows that I am aware of it.”

“And how long have you held this secret?”

“For the last fifteen years.”

“And you’ve kept it?”

“I wanted to live.”

“And you share it with the order without ambition or desire for recognition?”

“I share it with ambition and hope for a return,” Aramis replied. “For if you live, my lord, you will make of me, now that you know me, what I can and ought to be.”

“And as I am dying,” the Franciscan exclaimed, “I name you my successor… Thus.” He removed his ring and slipped it onto Aramis’s finger. Turning to the two witnesses of this moment, he declared, “Be witnesses to this, and testify, if necessary, that, though sick in body, I am sound in mind. I freely and voluntarily bestow this ring, the symbol of supreme authority, upon Monseigneur d’Herblay, bishop of Vannes, whom I nominate as my successor. Before him, I, a humble sinner about to appear before Heaven, prostrate myself as an example for all to follow.”

The Franciscan bowed deeply, while the physician and the Jesuit knelt. Aramis, growing paler than the dying man, cast his gaze upon all present. A profound sense of ambition surged through him, invigorating his heart.

“We must waste no time,” said the Franciscan. “What I still have to accomplish on this earth is urgent. I fear I will never succeed in carrying it out.”

“I will do it,” Aramis replied.

“Very well,” said the Franciscan. He then turned to the Jesuit and the doctor. “Leave us,” he instructed, and they complied without hesitation. “With this sign,” he continued, “you are the man destined to shake the world from end to end; with this sign, you will overthrow; with this sign, you will build anew. In hoc signo vinces!”

“Close the door,” the Franciscan said after a brief pause. Aramis shut and bolted the door before returning to the Franciscan’s side.

“The pope is conspiring against the order,” the monk revealed. “The pope must die.”

“He shall die,” Aramis replied calmly.

“Seven hundred thousand livres are owed to a Bremen merchant named Bonstett, who came here seeking my signature as a guarantee.”

“He will be paid,” Aramis replied.

“Six knights of Malta, whose names are listed here, have uncovered, through the indiscretion of one of the affiliates from the eleventh year, the three mysteries. We must determine what else these men have done with the secret to retrieve it and bury it once more.”

“It will be done.”

“We must send three dangerous affiliates away to Tibet, where they will meet their end; they are condemned. Here are their names.”

“I will ensure the sentence is carried out.”

“Lastly, there is a lady in Anvers, the grand-niece of Ravaillac. She possesses certain papers that could compromise the order. For the past fifty-one years, her family has received a pension of fifty thousand livres. This amount is substantial, and the order is not wealthy. We must either redeem the papers for a lump sum or, if she refuses, halt the pension—but we cannot take any risks.”

“I will swiftly determine the best course of action,” Aramis said.

“A vessel chartered from Lima arrived in the port of Lisbon last week; it appears to be carrying chocolate, but in reality, it is filled with gold. Each ingot is cleverly concealed beneath a layer of chocolate. The ship belongs to the order and is valued at seventeen million livres; you can be sure it will be claimed. Here are the bills of lading.”

“To which port should I direct it?”

“To Bayonne.”

“It will be there within three weeks, weather permitting. Is that all?” The Franciscan nodded, unable to speak; blood surged to his throat and head, spilling from his mouth, nostrils, and eyes. The dying man had just enough strength to grasp Aramis’s hand before he convulsed and collapsed from his bed to the floor. Aramis placed his hand on the Franciscan’s heart, but it had already stopped beating.

As Aramis bent down, he noticed that a fragment of the paper he had given the Franciscan had escaped the flames. He picked it up and burned it to ash. Then, summoning the confessor and the physician, he addressed the former: “Your penitent is in heaven; he requires nothing more than prayers and the humble burial befitting a pious soul. Go and prepare for a simple interment, as a poor monk would need. Go.”

The Jesuit left the room. Turning to the physician, Aramis noted the man’s pale, anxious expression and spoke in a low voice: “Monsieur Grisart, empty this glass and cleanse it; there is too much left of what the grand council instructed you to add.”

Grisart, stunned and overwhelmed, nearly stumbled backward in sheer terror.

Aramis shrugged in pity, took the glass, and poured its contents among the ashes of the hearth. He then left the room, carrying with him the papers of the deceased.




Chapter LIV: A Mission.

The next day—or rather, the same day, since the events we have just described ended only at three o’clock in the morning—before breakfast was served, the king was preparing to attend mass with the two queens. Meanwhile, Monsieur, accompanied by the Chevalier de Lorraine and a few close companions, was mounting his horse




Chapter LV: Happy as a Prince.

At that very moment, just as he was about to enter the château, Bragelonne encountered De Guiche. However, prior to meeting Raoul, De Guiche had already run into Manicamp, who in turn had seen Malicorne. How had Malicorne met Manicamp? It was quite simple: he had been waiting for his friend to return from mass, where he had accompanied M. de Saint-Aignan. When they met, they exchanged congratulations on their good fortune. Seizing the moment, Manicamp asked Malicorne if he happened to have a few crowns left in his pocket.

Malicorne, showing no surprise—perhaps having anticipated the question—replied, “Every pocket that is constantly emptied without ever being replenished is like those wells that give water in winter but run dry when gardeners draw from them too often in the summer. My pocket, though deep, offers pleasure when it’s full, but alas, misuse has left it barren.”

To this, Manicamp, lost in thought, replied, “Quite true!”

“So the question,” Malicorne continued, “is how do we fill it?”

“Of course; but how exactly?”

“Nothing could be easier, my dear Monsieur Manicamp.”

“That’s good news. How?”

“A position in Monsieur’s household, and your pockets will be full again.”

“You have the position?”

“Well, I have the promise of being nominated.”

“Really?”

“Yes, but a promise of nomination without the actual position is like a purse that’s empty.”

“Quite true,” Manicamp said again. “Let’s go after the position, then,” the candidate insisted.

“My dear friend,” Manicamp sighed, “an appointment in His Royal Highness’s household is one of the toughest obstacles out there.”

“Oh! oh!”

“There’s no doubt that at this moment, we can’t ask Monsieur for anything.”

“Why not?”

“Because our relationship with him isn’t good right now.”

“A ridiculous situation indeed,” Malicorne replied. “Bah!

“And if we show Madame any attention,” Manicamp added, “do you really think that will make Monsieur happy?”

“Exactly. If we do it skillfully, Monsieur ought to adore us for it.”

“Hmm.”

“Either that, or we’re complete fools. So hurry, M. Manicamp, you who are such a savvy politician, and mend the rift between M. de Guiche and his royal highness.”

“Tell me, what did M. de Saint-Aignan say to you, Malicorne?”

“Say? Nothing really; he just asked me some questions, that’s all.”

“Well, he was just as discreet with me.”

“What did he tell you?”

“That the king is absolutely smitten with Mademoiselle de la Vallière.”

“We already knew that,” Malicorne replied with a hint of irony. “Everyone’s talking about it. In the meantime, follow my advice: speak to M. ‘De Guiche,’ I said, ‘we need to persuade him to make up with Monsieur. He should have done so long ago.’”

“But first, we must find De Guiche?”

“That shouldn’t be too difficult. You should try to see him like I tried to see you—simply wait for him. You know he likes long walks.”

“Yes, but where does he usually walk?”

“What a question! Don’t you know he’s in love with Madame?”

“I’ve heard rumors.”

“So you’ll find him walking near the château, around her apartments.”

“Wait, my dear Malicorne, you were right; here he comes now.”

“Why would I be wrong? Have you known me to be mistaken? Let’s just make sure we’re on the same page.”

“Are you in need of money?”

“Ah!” Manicamp replied, sounding mournful. “What I really desire is that appointment. Let Malicorne have the position, and I’ll take the money. It’s really simpler than it seems.”

“Very well; in that case, you can relax. I’ll do my best.”

“Do.”

De Guiche approached, and Malicorne stepped aside. Manicamp took the opportunity to seize De Guiche, who appeared deep in thought and melancholy. “Tell me, my dear comte, what rhyme were you looking for?” Manicamp asked.

“I have an excellent rhyme to match yours, especially if yours ends in ame.”

De Guiche shook his head, recognizing a friend, and took him by the arm. “My dear Manicamp,” he said, “I’m searching for something quite different from a rhyme.”

“What is it you’re looking for?”

“You can help me find it,” the comte continued. “You, who are so idle—a man with a mind full of clever ideas.”

“Well, I’m ready to summon my ingenuity, then, my dear comte.”

“Here’s the problem: I want to get close to a certain house where I have business.”

“You need to get close to the house, then,” Manicamp replied. “That’s simple enough. But the problem is, in this house lives a husband who happens to be jealous.”

“Is he more jealous than Cerberus, the dog?”

“Not more, but just as much.”

“Does he have three mouths, like that relentless guardian of the underworld? Don’t shrug, my dear comte; there’s a reason I ask. Poets say to soften Monsieur Cerberus, a visitor has to bring a treat—a cake, for example. So, practically speaking: one cake isn’t enough for three mouths. If your jealous husband has three mouths, comte, you’ll need three cakes.”

“Manicamp, I can get such advice from M.

“de Beautru.”

“For any better advice,” Manicamp replied, putting on a mock-serious face, “you’ll have to give a more exact formula than that.”

“If Raoul were here,” De Guiche replied, “he would certainly get it.”

“I believe so, especially if you told him: ‘I’d really like to see Madame up close, but I’m afraid, because her husband is jealous.’”

“Manicamp!” the comte exclaimed, anger flashing as he tried to silence his friend with a glare, which Manicamp calmly ignored. “What is it now, my dear comte?” he asked, feigning innocence. “Is this how you dare profane the most sacred of names?”

“What names?”

“Monsieur! Madame! The highest titles in the kingdom.”

“You’re quite mistaken, my dear comte.” I never mentioned the highest names in the kingdom. I just answered your question about a jealous husband—whose name you didn’t reveal—and, of course, he has a wife. So, I said that if you want to see Madame, you’ll have to get a bit closer to Monsieur.”

“You sly one,” the comte said, smiling. “Is that truly all you said?”

“Nothing more.”

“Well, then?”

“Now,” Manicamp continued, “if it’s the Duchess or the Duke we’re talking about, in that case: we need to find a way in. That strategy can only help your love life.”

“Ah, Manicamp, if only you could come up with a pretext—a convincing one.”

“A pretext? I can give you a hundred, no, a thousand! If Malicorne were here, he’d have already thought up a dozen excellent ones.”

“Who is Malicorne?” De Guiche asked, narrowing his eyes as he considered. “I feel like I know that name.”

“Know him? Of course! You owe his father thirty thousand crowns.”

“Ah, yes!”

“So, he’s that fine fellow from Orléans.”

“The one you promised a place in Monsieur’s household; not the jealous husband, the other one.”

“Well then, since your friend Malicorne is so clever, let him find me a way to win back Monsieur’s favor and a pretext for reconciliation.”

“Very well; I’ll talk to him about it.”

“But who is that approaching?”

“The Vicomte de Bragelonne.”

“Raoul! Yes, it’s him,” De Guiche exclaimed, hurrying to greet him. “You’re here, Raoul?” De Guiche asked.

“Yes, I was looking for you to say goodbye,” Raoul replied warmly, shaking the comte’s hand. “How are you, Monsieur Manicamp?”

“What’s this, Vicomte? You’re leaving us?”

“Yes, the king has sent me on a mission.”

“Where to?”

“To London. After leaving you, I’m going to see Madame; she has a letter for His Majesty, Charles II.”

“You’ll find her alone; Monsieur has gone out—to bathe, in fact.”

“In that case, since you’re one of Monsieur’s gentlemen in waiting, you’ll have to present my apologies to him.”

“I would have waited for any instructions he might have for me, had M. Fouquet not hinted at my immediate departure for his majesty.”

Manicamp nudged De Guiche’s elbow and said, “There’s your pretext.”

“What do you mean?”

“M. de Bragelonne’s excuse.”

“It’s a weak excuse,” De Guiche replied. “It’s a good one if Monsieur isn’t upset with you, but a poor one if he’s feeling spiteful.”

“You’re right, Manicamp; even a flimsy pretext is enough. So, safe travels, Raoul!” The two friends embraced warmly and parted ways. Just five minutes later, Raoul entered Madame’s apartments, as Mademoiselle de Montalais had requested.

Madame remained seated at the table where she had written her letter. Before her, the rose-colored taper she used to seal it still burned, evidence of her distraction. Lost in thought, she had forgotten to put out the light.

Bragelonne was the very picture of elegance; meeting him even once left a lasting impression. Madame had seen him more than once; he was among the first to greet her and had accompanied her from Le Havre to Paris. Because of this, her memory of him was quite vivid. “Ah!

“M. de Bragelonne,” she said, “you are about to meet my brother, who will be very happy to repay part of the debt of gratitude he owes your father.”

“The Comte de la Fère, Madame, has already been amply rewarded for his small service to the king, thanks to the kindness shown him. It is I who will convey to His Majesty the respect, devotion, and thanks of both father and son.”

“Are you acquainted with my brother?”

“No, your Highness; I will have the honor of meeting His Majesty for the first time.”

“You need no introduction. However, if you have any doubts about your own merit, know that I will be your guarantee.”

“Your Royal Highness overwhelms me with kindness.”

“No, M. de Bragelonne, I remember well that we once travelled together. I noticed your remarkable prudence amid the boisterous foolishness of two of the biggest jesters in the world—M. de Guiche and the Duke of Buckingham.”

“Let’s not dwell on them, but rather on you. Are you planning to stay in England permanently? I hope you’ll forgive my curiosity—it’s only because I’d like to be of help if I can.”

“No, Madame. I am going to England to fulfill a mission His Majesty has graciously given me—nothing more.”

“And you intend to come back to France?”

“As soon as my mission is complete, unless, of course, King Charles II. has further orders for me.”

“I’m sure he’ll want you to stay as long as he can.”

“In that case, since I wouldn’t know how to refuse, I hope your royal highness will kindly remind the King of France that one of his faithful servants is far from him.”

“Just be careful that if you are recalled, you don’t think of the order as an abuse of power.”

“I don’t understand, Madame.”

“I know that the French court is unrivaled, but we have some very attractive women at the English court as well.”

Raoul smiled. “Oh!” exclaimed Madame. “Your smile spells trouble for my countrywomen. It’s as if you say to them, Monsieur de Bragelonne, ‘I visit you, but leave my heart across the Channel.’ Isn’t that what your smile means?”

“Your highness has a remarkable gift for reading souls, and you will understand that for me, any long stay in England would be filled with regret.”

“And I needn’t ask if such a gallant knight is loved in return?”

“I grew up beside the one I love, and I believe our feelings are mutual.”

“Then do not delay your departure, Monsieur de Bragelonne, nor your return. When you come back, we shall see two people made happy; I hope nothing stands in your way.”

“There is a significant obstacle, Madame.”

“Indeed! What is it?”

“The king’s wishes regarding the matter.”

“The king opposes your marriage?”

“He has only postponed it, at least for now.”

I sought his majesty’s consent through the Comte de la Fère, and while he didn’t exactly refuse, he insisted that the marriage should wait.

“Is the young lady you love somehow unworthy of you?”

“She is worthy of a king’s affection, Madame.”

“I only mean, is it a question of rank?”

“Her family is excellent.”

“Is she young and beautiful?”

“She is seventeen and, to me, quite beautiful.”

“Is she in the country or in Paris?”

“She is here at Fontainebleau, Madame.”

“At court?”

“Yes.”

“Do I know her?”

“She is part of your highness’s household.”

“What is her name?” the princess asked anxiously. “If it’s not too much to ask.”

“No, Madame, my feelings are too sincere to be secret, especially from your highness, who has shown me so much kindness. It is Mademoiselle Louise de la Vallière.”

Madame could not suppress a cry, one that expressed more than mere surprise. “Ah!” she exclaimed, “La Vallière—she who was unwell yesterday, wasn’t she?”

“Yes, Madame; I only learned this morning of her mishap.”

“Did you see her before coming to me?”

“I had the honor to say goodbye to her.”

“And you say,” Madame continued, regaining her composure, “that the king has postponed your marriage to this young lady?”

“Yes, Madame, he has postponed it.”

“Did he say why?”

“No.”

“How long ago did the Comte de la Fère make his request to the king?”

“More than a month ago, Madame.”

“That is most unusual,” the princess said, a shadow passing over her face. “A month?” she repeated, as if trying to understand the implication.

“You are right, vicomte,” she said, managing a smile that De Bragelonne might have sensed was strained. “My brother must not keep you in England for too long; hurry at once, and in my first letter to England, I will claim you in the king’s name.” With that, Madame rose to hand her letter to Bragelonne. Understanding the meeting was at an end, Raoul accepted the letter, bowed deeply, and left.

“A month!” the princess murmured. “Was I so blind? Could he really have loved her for a whole month?” With nothing else to do, Madame sat once again to write a letter to her brother, with a postscript inviting Bragelonne’s return.

Meanwhile, the Comte de Guiche, as we’ve seen, had given in to Manicamp’s urging and allowed himself to be led to the stables, where they ordered their horses prepared. They then took one of the side paths, previously described, to meet Monsieur, who had just finished bathing and was returning to the château. To shield his face from the bright sun, he wore a woman’s veil.

Monsieur was in one of those rare good moods that his own vanity often inspired. While bathing, he compared the fair color of his skin to that of the courtiers, and thanks to his meticulous care, not even the Chevalier de Lorraine could match his complexion. Plus, he had enjoyed his bath, and an invigorating swim had left him feeling light and cheerful. So, when he saw Guiche riding up on a splendid white horse, the prince couldn’t help exclaiming in delight.

“I think things are looking up,” said Manicamp, convinced he could read the prince’s cheerful mood.

“Good day, De Guiche, good day!” called Philip.

“Long life to your royal highness!” answered De Guiche, encouraged by Philip’s friendliness. “Health, joy, happiness, and prosperity to you, your highness.”

“Welcome, De Guiche. Come to my right side, but keep your horse in hand—I wish to stroll slowly beneath these trees in the shade.”

“As you wish, monseigneur,” De Guiche said, taking his appointed place.

“Now, my dear De Guiche,” the prince continued, “tell me about that De Guiche I once knew, the one who courted my wife.”

De Guiche blushed crimson, even to the whites of his eyes, while Monsieur burst out in laughter at what he evidently found to be a very clever remark. The courtiers nearby had to join in, not even knowing what had been said, and laughter rippled through the group, from the first man to the last.

Though De Guiche was blushing fiercely, he remained composed. Manicamp watched him closely.

“Ah, monseigneur,” De Guiche replied, “have mercy on a miserable soul like me. Please don’t let the Chevalier de Lorraine mock me.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“If he hears you tease me, he’ll go further and show me no mercy.”

“You mean your feelings for the princess?”

“For heaven’s sake, monseigneur.”

“Come now, De Guiche, admit it—you did have a bit of a crush on Madame.”

“I will never admit such a thing, monseigneur.”

“Out of respect for me, I suppose. But I release you from that obligation, De Guiche. Confess, as if we were only talking about Mademoiselle de Chalais or Mademoiselle de la Vallière.”

Breaking off, he laughed again. “Comte, that was quick! A comment like a double-edged sword, cutting both ways. I managed to jab both you and my brother—Chalais and La Vallière, your future wife and his future love.”

“Really, monseigneur,” the comte said, “you’re in excellent spirits today.”

“The truth is, I feel good, and I’m happy to see you again. But you were angry with me, weren’t you?”

“Me, monseigneur? What cause did I have to be angry?”

“Because I broke up your sarabands and your other Spanish amusements.”

“No, don’t deny it. That day, you left the princess’s rooms furious; it brought you bad luck, for yesterday you danced most wretchedly in the ballet. Don’t sulk, De Guiche; it does you no good and only makes you look like a tame bear. If the princess ignored you yesterday, I’m certain of one thing.”

“What is that, monseigneur? You alarm me.”

“She has completely forsaken you now,” the prince pronounced with robust laughter. “Really,” thought Manicamp, “rank means nothing; all men are the same.”

The prince kept going: “Still, you have come back, and hopefully the chevalier will lighten up.”

“How so, monseigneur? By what miracle could I influence M.?

“De Lorraine?”

“It’s very simple: he’s jealous of you.”

“Bah! That can’t be.”

“But it is.”

“He gives me too much importance.”

“To be honest, when you’re around, he’s every bit the kind and attentive companion, but when you leave, he torments me like a martyr. I feel like I’m on a seesaw. By the way, do you know what just occurred to me?”

“I have no idea.”

“Well, when you were in exile—for you truly were in exile, my poor De Guiche—”

“I certainly was, but who sent me?” De Guiche answered, feigning offense.

“Not I, my dear comte,” his royal highness replied, “I never asked the king to send you away—”

“No, not you, monseigneur, I know that; but—”

“But Madame; I won’t deny she played a part. What on earth did you do or say to her?”

“Honestly, monseigneur—”

“Women, I know, have tempers, and my wife certainly does.”

“But if she is the cause of your exile, I hold no grudge against you.”

“In that case, monseigneur,” De Guiche answered, “I find I am not entirely unhappy.”

Manicamp, close behind De Guiche and listening to every word, bent over his horse’s neck to stifle his laughter. “Your exile also gave me an idea.”

“Let’s hear it.”

“When the chevalier—certain of his total control with you gone—began to bully me, I noticed my wife, quite the opposite, became far more kind and friendly to me, despite my indifference. I said to myself, I might become a model husband—what a rarity, a curiosity at court. Perhaps, I could even grow fond of her.”

De Guiche stared at the prince, plainly astonished. “Oh! Monseigneur,” he stammered, “surely that never really crossed your mind.”

“It did indeed. I have a property my brother gave me when I married; she has wealth, too—a large income from both her brother and brother-in-law in England and France.”

“Well! We ought to have left court by now. I could have retired to my château at Villers-Cotterêts, in the heart of the forest, for a perfectly sentimental life in the spot where my grandfather Henry IV once passed time with La Belle Gabrielle. What do you think of that, De Guiche?”

“Why, it’s enough to make one shiver, monseigneur,” De Guiche replied, actually shuddering. “Ah! I see you could never endure being exiled a




Chapter LVI: The Tale of a Dryad and a Naiad

Everyone had enjoyed the banquet at the chateau and had since changed into their full court attire. The usual dinner hour was five o’clock. If we consider that the meal lasted an hour and dressing took another two, everyone was ready by about eight in the evening. As eight o’clock approached, the guests began to arrive at Madame’s, for she was the evening’s hostess. At Madame’s soirées, attendance was a certainty; her gatherings possessed a unique charm that even the pious and esteemed queen could not achieve at her own reunions. Unfortunately, one of the disadvantages of having a kind disposition is that it often lacks the entertainment found in sharper wit.

However, it should be made clear that Madame could not be called ill-natured; her naturally high-minded character overflowed with genuine generosity, noble impulses, and elevated thoughts. Yet, she was also blessed with a spirit of resistance—a trait that can be risky, as it tends to snap where others might bend. As a result, she did not absorb blows as Maria Theresa might have, whose feelings were more cushioned. Instead, her heart rebounded with each provocation, and whenever she was attacked—even in ways that initially stunned her—she would strike back with equal force against anyone unwise enough to provoke her.

Was this true maliciousness or merely a quirk of character? We often consider the rich and powerful like the tree of knowledge, bearing both good and bad at once—a double branch, always blooming and fruitful. Those who seek to partake know how to find the good fruit, while the idle and frivolous perish from having eaten it—a fate not to be considered a great misfortune.

Madame, with cleverly concealed ambition to position herself as the second, if not the principal, queen of the court, made her receptions delightful for all. Her gatherings were marked by engaging conversation, ample opportunities for connection, and absolute freedom for everyone to voice their thoughts—provided those thoughts were amusing or insightful. Remarkably, this approach led to less tedious chatter among her assembled society than was found elsewhere. Madame particularly disliked those who prattled on, and she exacted a rather cruel revenge: she let them go on. She also detested pretension and never hesitated to call it out, even in the king himself.

It was not merely a failing of Monsieur; the princess had taken up the extraordinary challenge of curing him. In her presence, poets, wits, and beauties were treated with the air of a mistress superior to her subjects. She maintained a meditative quality even in her liveliest moments, inspiring poets to ponder; her beauty was dazzling even to the most stunning; and her wit captivated the most brilliant guests, earning their undivided attention. It’s easy to see why gatherings in Madame’s apartments were so alluring. Young people flocked there, and when the king was young, the whole court followed suit. This left the older ladies—those strong-minded women lingering from the regency or the previous reign—to sulk in their corners. Yet many simply laughed at these venerable women’s petulance, women who had been so fierce that they once commanded troops during the wars of the Fronde, just to hold on to their influence over men, as Madame would say.

At eight o’clock, her royal highness entered the grand drawing-room, accompanied by her ladies-in-waiting, and found several gentlemen of the court already there, having waited a few minutes. Among those who had arrived before the official reception time, she scanned the crowd for someone she expected to be first, but he was nowhere in sight. She had just finished searching when Monsieur was announced. He looked magnificent, adorned with all the precious stones and jewels of Cardinal Mazarin—jewels the minister had been forced to leave behind—as well as those of the queen-mother and some belonging to his wife. Dazzling as the rising sun, Monsieur commanded attention.

Following him came De Guiche, who approached with hesitant steps and a perfectly rehearsed air of contrition. He wore a French-gray velvet outfit, intricately embroidered with silver and accented with blue ribbons. The Mechlin lace he wore was every bit as rare and exquisite as Monsieur’s jewels. A striking red plume adorned his hat, completing the look.

Madame also dressed in a blend of colors, favoring red embroidery, a gray gown, and blue floral accents. M. de Guiche, as described, looked so striking that he commanded general attention. His complexion had a captivating pallor, his eyes held a languid look, and his white hands, half hidden by delicate lace, added to his allure. The melancholy curve of his mouth hinted at deep emotion. Indeed, it was clear that few men at the court of France could rival M. de Guiche’s presence. Consequently, Monsieur, who liked to think he could outshine any star—especially when so finely dressed—found himself entirely eclipsed in the minds of those around him. Though these reflections may be silent, they’re certainly resolute.

Madame glanced at De Guiche with such lightness that, subtle as it was, it brought a delightful flush to his cheeks. In truth, she found him so handsome and perfectly attired that her regret at the royal conquest she thought she was about to lose began to vanish. Her heart raced, the warmth rising to her face. Just then, Monsieur approached her. He hadn’t noticed the princess’s blush, or, if he had, he certainly didn’t see its true cause. “Madame,” he said, kissing his wife’s hand, “there’s someone here who has fallen into disgrace—an unfortunate exile whom I would like to recommend to your kindness.”

“Please remember he’s one of my closest friends, and a warm welcome for him would mean a lot to me.”

“What exile? Who is this disgraced individual you mean?” Madame asked, glancing around, careful not to focus on the count longer than necessary. This was the perfect moment to introduce De Guiche, and the prince stepped aside for him to pass. With a somewhat awkward air, De Guiche approached Madame and bowed.

“What!” Madame exclaimed, feigning astonishment. “Is M. de Guiche the disgraced person you refer to, the exile?”

“Yes, indeed,” the duke replied.

“Strange,” Madame said, “he seems to be the only one here who fits that description!”

“You’re being unfair, Madame,” the prince interjected.

“I?”

“Certainly. Now, be merciful to the poor fellow.”

“Merciful? For what? What have I to forgive of M. de Guiche?”

“Come, explain yourself, De Guiche. What do you want to be forgiven for?” the prince asked. “Alas!”

“Her Royal Highness knows very well what it is,” De Guiche replied, his tone heavy with insincerity.

“Come, give him your hand, Madame,” Philip urged.

“If it will please you, Monsieur,” she answered, and with an inexpressible gesture of her eyes and shoulders, Madame offered her beautiful, perfumed hand to the young man, who pressed his lips to it. He lingered, and Madame did not withdraw her hand too quickly, which prompted the duke to add:

“De Guiche is not wicked, Madame; so don’t be afraid, he won’t bite.”

The duke’s remark provided a pretext for laughter in the gallery, though it may not have been particularly funny. The situation was certainly unique, and a few watchful observers noted it. Monsieur was still basking in the aftermath of his remark when the king was announced.

At that moment, the room presented a vivid scene: in the center, before a flower-filled fireplace, Madame stood surrounded by her maids of honor, arranged in two wings on either side of her. The court’s “butterflies” flitted around them, adding to the lively atmosphere. Groups of courtiers gathered in the window recesses, like soldiers in their towers, all part of the same garrison. From there, they eagerly caught snippets of conversation from the main group.

Among these clusters, nearest the fireplace, stood Malicorne, recently promoted to master of the apartments thanks to Manicamp and De Guiche. His official attire, ready for the past two months, gleamed with gold lace, making him a striking figure next to Montalais, who stood at Madame’s far left, her eyes glowing with admiration at his velvet splendor.

Madame conversed with Mademoiselle de Chatillon and Mademoiselle de Crequy, who stood near her. She exchanged a few words with Monsieur, who politely moved aside as soon as the king was announced. Mademoiselle de la Valliere, like Montalais, occupied Madame’s left side, while Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente was to her right, completing the line.

She was stationed much like certain troops suspected of weakness, positioned between two seasoned regiments. In this secure position, shielded by the companions who had shared her recent adventure, La Vallière—possibly from sorrow over Raoul’s departure or from fresh emotion caused by events that were already making her name circulate among the courtiers—hid her tear-stained eyes behind her fan. She seemed to pay close attention to the whispers Montalais and Athenais shared with her in turns.

As soon as the king’s name was announced, a ripple of movement swept the room. Madame, acting as hostess, rose to greet the royal visitor. Yet, despite her preoccupation, she cast a quick glance to her right. The presumptuous De Guiche thought her look was for him, but it quickly swept across the circle and settled on La Vallière, who blushed and seemed restless under the gaze.

The king entered the center of the gathering, which merged from a scattered assembly into a unified group. Every head bowed low before his majesty, the ladies bending like magnificent lilies before King Aquilo.

That evening, there was nothing particularly severe or royal about the king—apart from his youth and good looks. He exuded a lively joy and high spirits that excited everyone present, leading them to hope for a delightful evening. This feeling came from the king’s clear desire to enjoy himself in Madame’s apartments.

Among those whose spirits matched the king’s was M. de Saint-Aignan, decked out in a rose-colored ensemble, even his face and ribbons matching in shade. His thoughts were equally vibrant; he was in high spirits and overflowing with jokes. His cheerfulness came from seeing that Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente also wore rose color, perfectly matching his own attire.

However, it wouldn’t be right to suggest that the clever courtier hadn’t known Athenais would wear that color; he was very skilled at prying out secrets from dressmakers and maids about their mistresses’ wardrobe plans. He cast as many smoldering glances at Athenais as there were ribbons on his stockings and doublet—a considerable number indeed.

After exchanging the regular compliments with Madame, and upon her invitation to be seated, the circle was quickly formed. Louis turned to Monsieur to ask about the day’s bathing. He remarked, while glancing at the ladies present, that certain poets were busy putting the pleasures of the baths of Vulaines into verse. One poet in particular, M. Loret, seemed to have received inside information from a water nymph, as his verses recounted many true incidents—an observation that made more than one lady in the room blush.

At that moment, the king took the opportunity to look over the company at leisure. Montalais was the only one who blushed just enough to keep her eyes fixed on the king, and she noticed he looked at Mademoiselle de la Vallière with unmistakable hunger.

The fearless maid of honor, Mademoiselle de Montalais, then compelled the king to lower his gaze, sparing Louise de la Vallière the warmth of such attention. Meanwhile, Louis found himself captivated by Madame, who bombarded him with questions—no one could question quite like her. He tried to lead the conversation to broader topics, giving Madame even greater attention and devotion. Madame relished compliments and was determined to extract them at any cost. Turning to the king, she said:

“Sire, your majesty, who is aware of everything transpiring in your kingdom, should already be familiar with the verses that this nymph shared with M. Loret. Could you share them with us?”

“Madame,” the king replied with perfect grace, “I hesitate to, as you might find certain details quite unsettling. However, Saint-Aignan is a wonderful storyteller and has a remarkable memory for verse. If he cannot remember, he will surely invent something.”

“I can assure you he is almost a poet himself.” Saint-Aignan, now on display, felt he must do himself credit. Unfortunately for Madame, his thoughts were elsewhere. Rather than showering her with compliments, he focused on his own good fortune. Once again, he sneaked a glance at the beautiful Athenais, who stubbornly kept to her plan from the previous night by refusing to acknowledge him. He said:

“Your Majesty, forgive me if I can’t recall the verses the nymph dictated to Loret. If the king himself has forgotten them, how could I possibly remember?”

Madame did not appreciate the courtier’s lapse. “Ah, Madame,” Saint-Aignan continued, “it seems we have little care for what the water-nymphs say these days. You’d think nothing interesting ever happens in those watery domains anymore. It’s here on earth, Madame, where the real stories are.”

“Ah! Madame, how many tales abound here on earth—”

“Well,” interrupted Madame, “what is happening on our planet?”

“That’s a question best put to the Dryads,” replied the comte. “As you know, they live in the forest.”

“I also know they’re quite talkative, Monsieur de Saint-Aignan.”

“Indeed, Madame; but when their talk is so delightful, it would be rude to call them too talkative.”

“Do they really speak so charmingly?” the princess asked, feigning disinterest. “Truly, Monsieur de Saint-Aignan, you have piqued my curiosity. If I were the king, I’d insist you share the delightful things these Dryads have said, since you alone seem to understand them.”

“I am at his majesty’s service for that, Madame,” the comte answered at once. “What a lucky man Saint-Aignan is, to understand the language of the Dryads,” remarked Monsieur. “I know it perfectly, monseigneur, as well as I know my own tongue.”

“Then tell us everything,” urged Madame. The king felt a twinge of embarrassment; his confidant was probably about to touch on a delicate subject.

He sensed the charged atmosphere, created by Saint-Aignan’s introduction and Madame’s unusual interest. Even the most reserved guests seemed eager to catch every word the comte would say. They coughed, huddled together, and glanced curiously at some of the maids of honor. To maintain their poise under the scrutiny, the young women adjusted their fans and adopted the calm posture of duelists preparing for their opponent’s shot.

At this time, skillfully crafted conversations and daring stories were all the rage. Unlike today, when a drawing-room gathering might lead to whispers of scandal or drama and send guests hurrying away, Madame’s circle settled in comfortably. They were determined not to miss a single word or gesture of the performance Monsieur de Saint-Aignan had in store, certain that, whatever the style, propriety would be maintained to the very end.

The comte was renowned for his elegant refinement and skilled storytelling. He bravely began, breaking the heavy silence that would have daunted anyone else: “Madame, with the king’s permission, I address you first, as you’re the most inquisitive person here.” I have the honor to inform your royal highness that Dryads mainly dwell in the hollows of oaks. These mythological beings, known for their matchless beauty, are drawn only to the grandest trees—the largest ones in particular.

At this introduction, which subtly referenced the well-known story of the royal oak that had played such a role the previous evening, many hearts began pounding with excitement and anxiety. If Saint-Aignan hadn’t had such a clear and ringing voice, their heartbeats might have drowned out his words. “Certainly, there must be Dryads at Fontainebleau,” Madame said calmly. “I’ve never seen finer oaks than those in the royal park.” As she spoke, she glanced at De Guiche, a look far friendlier than her previous one, which had left him in painful suspense over his affections.

“Indeed, Madame, it is Fontainebleau I was about to tell your royal highness about,” Saint-Aignan continued. “The Dryad in question lives in the park of his majesty’s chateau.”

Now the conversation was truly engaged; the story had begun, and neither the audience nor the storyteller could back out. “This will be worth hearing,” Madame said. “The story not only has the gravity of a national event but also seems to concern a recent happening.”

“I must begin at the start,” the comte replied. “Let me speak of two shepherds living at Fontainebleau in a humble cottage. One was Tyrcis, owner of vast lands passed down through generations.”

Tyrcis was young and handsome, equipped with many talents, so much so that he could be seen as the premier shepherd of the land—one might even call him the king of shepherds. A gentle murmur of support spurred the narrator on: “His strength matches his courage; no one surpasses him in taming wild beasts or in good judgment. When he rides the plains of his estate or joins his loyal shepherds in their games, he could be the god Mars hurling his spear across Thrace, or Apollo himself, the radiant god of day, shining upon the earth, brandishing his fiery arrows.”

Everyone recognized this poetic portrayal of the king. It worked its charm, whether on those who applauded out of duty or out of pleasure, or on the king himself, who welcomed flattery so artfully delivered, even if it was sometimes excessive. Saint-Aignan continued, “It is not only in valorous games that shepherd Tyrcis earned the fame that now makes him king of shepherds.”

“Of the shepherds of Fontainebleau,” the king added with a smile at Madame.

“Oh!” Madame exclaimed, “Fontainebleau is only a poetic convenience; I’d say he is king of shepherds everywhere.” The king, momentarily forgetting he was just a listener, bowed with pleasure.

“It is,” Saint-Aignan paused, as ripples of flattery passed through the group, “especially in the company of ladies that the qualities of this king of shepherds radiate most brilliantly. His mind is as elegant as his heart is pure; he can offer a compliment so gracefully and winningly that one cannot resist. And in his affections, he is so discreet that those lucky enough to win them find their fate enviable beyond compare.”

“Never a single hint betrayed, never a careless word. Anyone who sees and hears Tyrcis must adore him; and those who are loved by him count themselves truly fortunate.” Saint-Aignan stopped to savor the pleasure his compliments produced. Despite the inflated description, some listeners found it not exaggerated at all. Madame encouraged the orator to go on.

“Tyrcis,” the comte said, “had a faithful companion—or rather, a devoted servant—named Amyntas.”

“Ah!” Madame responded playfully, “now we await the portrait of Amyntas; you are such an accomplished painter, Monsieur de Saint-Aignan.”

“Madame—”

“Oh, comte, please, don’t overlook poor Amyntas; I could never forgive you.”

“Madame, Amyntas is too humble, especially beside Tyrcis, for his character to deserve an equal portrait. Some friends are like those followers of old who chose to be buried alive at their masters’ feet.”

Amyntas, too, keeps his place at Tyrcis’s feet; he cares for no one else. And now and then, if the illustrious hero—”

“You mean the illustrious shepherd?” Madame interposed, pretending to correct M. de Saint-Aignan.

“Your royal highness is right; I was mistaken,” the courtier replied. “If, as I said, the shepherd Tyrcis ever condescends to call Amyntas his friend and confides in him, it’s a distinction Amyntas counts the highest of honors.”

“All you say,” Madame broke in, “shows Amyntas’s deep devotion to Tyrcis, but it doesn’t give us Amyntas himself. Comte, don’t flatter him if you prefer not, but do describe him. I insist—paint us Amyntas.”

Saint-Aignan obliged, bowing deeply to the king’s sister-in-law. “Amyntas,” he began, “is somewhat older than Tyrcis. He is not an unhandsome shepherd; it is even said that the Muses smiled on him at birth, as Hebe smiled on youth.”

He seeks not display, but rather affection; and perhaps he’d not be thought undeserving, if only he were better known.

This last line, aimed directly (and visibly) at Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente, left her unmoved. Yet the delicacy of the remark was appreciated, and Amyntas gained a round of applause. Tyrcis gave a friendly nod of approval. “One evening,” Saint-Aignan went on, “Tyrcis and Amyntas were walking in the forest, sharing tales of their romantic setbacks. Don’t forget, ladies, the story of the Dryad is about to begin; otherwise, it would be too easy to reveal what Tyrcis and Amyntas, the two most discreet shepherds alive, were discussing. They wandered deep into the forest to open their hearts in private, when suddenly they heard voices.”

“Ah, ah!” cried those gathered around. “Nothing could be more intriguing.”

At this very moment, Madame, like a general surveying her




Chapter LIX: Something That Neither Naiad nor Dryad Foresaw.

Saint-Aignan stopped at the foot of the staircase leading to the entresol, where the maids of honor were housed, and to the first floor, where Madame’s apartments were. He signaled to a passing servant to fetch Malicorne, who was still with Monsieur. After waiting ten minutes, Malicorne arrived, radiating self-importance. The king withdrew into the shadows of the vestibule, while Saint-Aignan stepped forward to greet him. But as soon as Saint-Aignan made his request, Malicorne recoiled.

“Oh, oh!” he exclaimed. “You want me to let you into the maids of honor’s quarters?”

“Yes.”

“You know I can’t do that unless I know your purpose.”

“Unfortunately, my dear Monsieur Malicorne, I can’t give you an explanation. You must trust me as a friend—you remember I helped you out of a tight spot yesterday, and now I’m asking for your help in return.”

“But I already told you my reason: all I want is to avoid sleeping outside. Any man would say the same, while you, however, reveal nothing.”

“Believe me, dear Monsieur Malicorne,” Saint-Aignan insisted, “if I could explain, I would.”

“In that case, I cannot let you into Mademoiselle de Montalais’s room.”

“Why not?”

“You know very well, since you caught me on the wall with Mademoiselle de Montalais. It would be rather generous of me—given that I’m courting her myself—to open the door to you.”

“But who said my request concerned her?”

“Then for whom?”

“She doesn’t stay there alone, does she?”

“No, of course not; Mademoiselle de la Vallière shares the room. But really, you have no more business with Mademoiselle de la Vallière than with Mademoiselle de Montalais. There are only two men to whom I would give this key: M. de Bragelonne, if he ever asked for it, and the king himself, if he commanded me.”

“In that case, hand me the key, monsieur: I order you to comply,” said the king, stepping out of the shadows and half opening his cloak. “Mademoiselle de Montalais will come down to speak with you while we go upstairs to see Mademoiselle de la Vallière, for she is the one we truly wish to see.”

“The king!” Malicorne exclaimed, bowing low.

“Yes, the king,” Louis replied with a smile. “The king who values both your resistance and your eventual surrender. Rise, monsieur, and grant us this favor.”

“I obey, your majesty,” Malicorne said, leading the way up the stairs.

“Have Mademoiselle de Montalais come down,” the king directed, “and do not mention my visit to her.”

Malicorne bowed in acknowledgment and continued up the staircase. Yet, after a brief hesitation, the king quickly followed, moving so swiftly that he met Malicorne at the doorway, even though Malicorne had a head start.

The king saw, through the partially open door behind Malicorne, La Vallière sitting in an armchair, her head thrown back. In the opposite corner, Montalais stood before a mirror in her dressing gown, arranging her hair while chatting with Malicorne. The king pushed the door open and stepped into the room. Startled by the sound, Montalais turned, saw the king, and instantly fled. La Vallière stood up as if startled into life, then sank back into her chair. The king slowly approached her.

“You requested an audience, I believe,” he said coldly. “I am listening. Speak.”

Saint-Aignan, ever the silent observer, stationed himself in a corner by the door, sitting on a stool he had found by chance. Hidden behind the curtain that covered the entrance, he leaned against the wall, listening closely while remaining unseen—like a loyal dog waiting quietly, keeping watch over his master’s business.

La Vallière, trembling before the king’s displeasure, stood again, her posture humble and pleading. “Forgive me, sire,” she murmured.

“What do you need forgiveness for?” Louis asked.

“Sire, I have committed a grave fault; no, more than a fault—a great crime.”

“You?”

“Sire, I have offended your majesty.”

“Not in the least,” replied Louis XIV. “I beg you, don’t wear that solemn look which suggests you believe you’ve aroused my anger.”

“I’m afraid I have offended you, sire, though I assure you it was not intentional.”

“In what way could you have offended me?” the king replied, frowning in confusion. “Surely not due to a young girl’s innocent jest? You only made sport of a naive young man—a perfectly natural reaction; any other woman in your position would have done the same.”

“Oh, your majesty, your words overwhelm me.”

“Why?”

“Because if I had invented the jest, it would not have been innocent.”

“Is that all you wished to say by requesting an audience?” the king asked, sounding as though he was about to dismiss her.

La Vallière, her voice shaking and her eyes red from crying, moved closer. “Did your majesty hear everything?”

“Everything? What do you mean?”

“Everything I said beneath the royal oak.”

“I heard every word.”

“And now, after hearing it all, do you think I would abuse your trust?”

“Credulity; yes, you’ve used the exact word.”

“Did your majesty not think that a poor girl like me might be forced to do as others wish?”

“Forgive me,” the king replied, “but I can’t see how someone able to speak so honestly under the royal oak would be so easily controlled by others.”

“But sire, I was threatened.”

“A threat?”

“Who threatened you—who dared?”

“Those who believe they have the right, sire.”

“I recognize no one who has the right to threaten even the humblest of my subjects.”

“Forgive me, sire, but here at court there are people important enough to think they can ruin a poor girl’s reputation and drive her from court.”

“How could they hurt you?”

“By ruining my name and casting me out in disgrace.”

“Oh, Mademoiselle de la Vallière,” the king said bitterly, “I prefer those who defend themselves without blaming others.”

“Sire—!”

“Yes—and honestly, I regret that your explanation is tangled with so many accusations and complaints against others.”

“And you don’t believe me?” La Vallière cried.

The king was silent.

“Answer me! Please!” she pleaded, her voice growing louder.

“I regret to say it,” he answered, bowing stiffly.

She groaned and wrung her hands in distress.

“You don’t believe me, then,” she said, seeing the king’s silence, and her face twisted with sorrow. “So you assume I concocted this foolish, disgraceful trick, making a mockery of your majesty?”

“No,” replied the king, “it was not disgraceful or foolish; not even a plot—just a joke, more or less amusing, nothing more.”

“Oh!” the girl murmured, “the king does not believe me, and never will.”

“No, I won’t,” the king said firmly. “And why shouldn’t I? You’d say the king follows me, listens to me, watches me; maybe he wants to amuse himself at my expense. Very well, then I’ll amuse myself at his. Since the king is soft-hearted, I’ll conquer his heart.”

La Vallière hid her face in her hands, choking back sobs. The king, relentless, continued, avenging himself for his own misery. “Let’s create the story of my feelings for him, my preference for him over all; the king is naive and vain enough to believe me. Then we’ll tell everyone how simple the king is, and laugh behind his back.”

“Oh!” La Vallière cried. “You believe that? How horrible.”

“And why stop there?” the king continued. “If this proud prince falls for our trick, if he’s foolish enough to believe it, he will be made a spectacle of at court. What a story that will be for the one I truly love—part of my marriage portion—a good laugh at the king’s expense.”

“Sire!” La Vallière cried, overcome and nearly losing her senses. “Please, not another word; you are killing me.”

“A joke, nothing but a joke,” the king muttered, though her pain was beginning to affect him.

La Vallière dropped to her knees so forcefully the sound echoed through the room. “Sire,” she said, “rather than betray my feelings, I will embrace all disgrace.”

“What do you mean?” the king asked, making no move to help her up.

“If I give up my honor and reason, sire, maybe then you’ll believe my loyalty. The tale told you in Madame’s apartments, by Madame, is utterly false; and what I confessed beneath the great oak—”

“Well?”

“That is the truth—the only truth.”

“What!” the king gasped.

“Sire,” La Vallière went on, consumed by emotion, “if I were to die of shame right now, I would still say it until my last breath: I said I loved you, and it is true; I do love you.”

“You?”

“I have loved you, sire, from the very first day I saw you; since that moment at Blois when I was fading away, and your royal presence, so full of life and light, turned toward me.”

“I still love you, sire; I know it is high treason for a poor girl like me to love her king and to admit it. Punish me for my boldness, despise me for my shamelessness; but please, don’t think or say that I have mocked or lied to you. I come from a loyal family, sire, and I, too, love my king.”

Suddenly her strength, her voice, her very breath deserted her, and she collapsed forward like the flower Virgil describes, cut down by the reaper’s blade in the grass. At her words—this honest, impassioned plea—the king felt all suspicion and resentment melt away. His heart filled with warmth for a love confessed so nobly and bravely. Hearing her passion, he, too, felt weak, burying his face in his hands. But when La Vallière’s hands reached for his and warmed his blood with their touch, he leaned forward, wrapped his arm around her, and raised her up, holding her against his chest.

Yet she, with her head bowed on her breast, seemed lifeless. The king, terrified, called Saint-Aignan. Saint-Aignan, who had tactfully lingered by the door, pretending to wipe away a tear, rushed forward when summoned. He helped the king lay the girl on a couch, gently slapped her hands and sprinkled Hungary water on her face, all the while talking: “Come now, it’s all right; the king trusts and forgives you. There, there! Be careful not to distress His Majesty too much; he is so sensitive, so gentle.”

“Really, Mademoiselle de la Vallière, you must come round; the king looks awfully pale.”

Indeed, the king was visibly losing color. Yet La Vallière remained unmoving.

“Please, come to yourself,” Saint-Aignan begged. “I implore you—truly, it’s time. Just think—if the king should fall ill, I’d have to call for his doctor. What a scene that would cause! So, please, recover—do try, my dear!”

Saint-Aignan’s appeals were hard to surpass, but something even more powerful and urgent revived La Vallière. The king knelt in front of her, pressing passionate kisses to her hands—kisses as full of affection as any exchanged on the lips. Slowly, feeling returned, and she opened her eyes and whispered, “Oh! Sire, have you really forgiven me?”

The king said nothing, still too moved for words. Seeing the king’s devotion, Saint-Aignan felt it was time to slip out quietly. La Vallière rose.

“And now, sire, since I hope I’ve justified myself, I beg your permission to go to a convent. I will bless your majesty every day of my life and die thanking Heaven for even one hour of perfect happiness.”

“No, no,” replied the king. “You will live here, giving thanks to Heaven, but loving Louis—who will fill your life with joy—Louis who loves you—Louis who swears it!”

“Oh! Sire, sire!”

At La Vallière’s uncertainty, the king’s kisses grew more ardent, and Saint-Aignan discreetly hid himself behind the curtain. Though at first she could not resist, the force of those kisses quickly overwhelmed the girl.

“Oh, sire,” she pleaded, “please don’t make me repeat my loyalty; that would only prove you still doubt me.”

“Mademoiselle de la Vallière,” the king said suddenly, stepping back with great respect, “there is nothing in the world I love and honor more than you. I swear to Heaven that from this moment onward, nothing in my court will be held in higher regard than you. Forgive my eagerness; it came from too much feeling. Let me prove my devotion by respecting you as much as you wish and deserve.” He bent before her and took her hand gently. “Will you honor me by accepting a kiss on your hand?” With this, the king’s lips touched the trembling hand with reverence.

“Henceforth,” Louis announced, rising and fixing his gaze on La Vallière, “you are under my protection. Let go of any anger I may have caused you; forgive those who have wronged you. You will now stand so high above them that, instead of fearing them, you will pity them.” He bowed deeply, as if leaving a holy place.

Turning to Saint-Aignan, who humbly approached, he added, “I hope, Comte, that Mademoiselle de la Vallière will graciously grant you a share of the friendship I offer her, in return for the devotion I have vowed her, always.”

Saint-Aignan knelt before La Vallière. “How very happy I would be to receive such an honor!”

“I’ll send your companion back to you,” the king said. “Farewell! Or rather, until we meet again; please remember me in your prayers, I beg you.”

“Oh!” La Vallière said, “rest assured—you and Heaven are both always in my heart.”

Her words filled the king with happiness, and he hurried Saint-Aignan down the stairs, his heart overflowing.

Madame had not foreseen this outcome, nor had the Naiad or the Dryad predicted it.


# Chapter LX: The New General of the Jesuits

While La Vallière and the king were lost in their first confession of love—entwined with the pain of the past, the joy of the present, and hopes for the future—Fouquet had retreated to his assigned apartments in the chateau. There, he engaged in conversation with Aramis about the very matters the king was now forgetting.

“Now tell me,” Fouquet began, settling his guest into an armchair before taking a seat beside him, “where do we stand with the Belle-Isle affair? Have you heard any news?”

“Everything is going as planned,” Aramis replied. “The expenses have been covered, and our plans remain undiscovered.”

“But what about the soldiers the king intended to send there?”

“I got word this morning that they arrived fifteen days ago.”

“And how were they received?”

“In the best possible way.”

“What happened to the previous garrison?”

“The soldiers were landed at Sarzeau and then immediately sent on to Quimper.”

“And the new garrison?”

“It’s ours from this very moment.”

“Are you sure about this, my dear Monsieur de Vannes?”

“Completely certain. You’ll see how it unfolds in due time.”

“You know, of all the garrison towns, Belle-Isle is the least desirable.”

“I know that, and I’ve taken that into account. There’s no room to move around, no gaiety, no lively company, and no gambling allowed. It’s a pity,” Aramis added with one of his familiar smiles, “to see how much young people today crave entertainment and how quickly they flock to those who provide it.”

“But what if they find amusements at Belle-Isle?”

“If they enjoy themselves by the king’s means, they will grow attached to him. But if they are bored by the king’s arrangements and find their enjoyment through M. Fouquet, then their loyalties will shift to him instead.”

“Fouquet.”

“And you let my steward know, I trust? So that no time would be lost when they arrived—”

“Not at all; they were left to their own devices for a full week, allowing them to amuse or exhaust themselves as they pleased. By the end of the week, they complained that the previous officers enjoyed better times. They were told that the old officers had won the friendship of M. Fouquet, and that he, recognizing them as friends, made sure they didn’t feel bored or neglected during their stay on his estates. That made them think. Then the steward added—without any prompting—that M. Fouquet knows his people well enough to care about every gentleman in the king’s service, and even if he didn’t know these newcomers personally, he would extend the same kindness to them as to the others.

“Good! Those promises were kept, I hope. As you know, I insist no promise be made in my name unless it’s fulfilled.”

“At once—our two privateers and your own horses were placed at the officers’ disposal. They received the keys to the main residence, so they could hold hunting parties and organize outings with the women found in Belle-Isle, as well as those from the surrounding area who aren’t put off by the risk of sea-sickness.”

“And there are quite a few in Sarzeau and Vannes, your eminence?”

“Yes, indeed, along the whole coast,” Aramis replied calmly. “And what about the soldiers?”

“It’s much the same, relatively speaking. They have plenty of wine, excellent provisions, and good pay.”

“Very good; so that—”

“So that this garrison can be relied upon, and it’s stronger than the last one.”

“Excellent.”

“The result is—and if fortune stays on our side and we rotate the garrisons every two months—by the end of three years, the whole army will have served there. Instead of just one regiment, we’ll have fifty thousand men at our command.”

“Yes, yes; I always knew there was no friend more valuable than you, my dear Monsieur d’Herblay,” Fouquet said, with a laugh. “But in all this, we’ve forgotten our friend Du Vallon. What’s become of him? I admit I lost track of him during the three days I spent at Saint-Mande.”

“I haven’t forgotten him,” Aramis assured him. “Porthos is still at Saint-Mande, his joints well cared for, and he receives the best in food and wine. I advised him to take daily walks in the small park you reserved for yourself, and he’s making the most of it. He’s beginning to walk again, showing off his strength by bending young elm trees or splitting old oaks, just like Milo of Crotona. And with no lions in the park, we can expect to find him safe and well.”

"Porthos is a courageous fellow."

"Yes, but meanwhile, he’ll be bored out of his mind."

"Oh, no; he never gets bored."

"He’ll be asking questions, then?"

"He sees no one."

"At the very least, he's hoping for something."

"I’ve given him hope that we’ll make come true one fine morning, and that sustains him."

"What is it?"

"That he’ll be presented to the king."

"Oh! In what role?"

"As the engineer of Belle-Isle, of course."

"Is that possible?"

"Certainly."

"But wouldn’t we have to send him back to Belle-Isle then?"

"Of course; in fact, I’m thinking of sending him back soon. Porthos loves to make an impression; it’s a weakness only D’Artagnan, Athos, and I know. He never puts himself in a compromising position; he’s the image of dignity. To the officers there, he’d seem like a Paladin from the Crusades. He could make the whole staff drunk without touching a drop himself, and everyone would admire and respect him. So, if we have any orders to give, Porthos represents that order, and whatever he decides to do, everyone else will feel compelled to follow suit."

"Then send him back."

"That’s my plan—just in a few days. But there’s something I need to mention."

"What is it?"

"I’m starting to be suspicious of D’Artagnan. You may have noticed he isn’t at Fontainebleau, and D’Artagnan is never absent or idle without reason. Now that my own affairs are in order, I’m intending to find out what he’s up to."

"Your own affairs are settled, you say?"

"Yes."

"You are lucky. I wish I could say the same."

"I hope you don’t have worries."

"Hmm."

"There’s nothing better than the way the king received you."

"That’s true."

"And Colbert is leaving you alone."

"Nearly."

"In that case," Aramis continued, with his usual way of thinking, "let’s turn to the young lady I mentioned yesterday."

"Whom do you mean?"

"You’ve forgotten already?"

“I refer to La Vallière.”

“Ah! Of course, of course.”

“Do you mind trying to win her over?”

“In only one way: my heart belongs elsewhere, and I truly have no interest in the girl.”

“Oh, oh!” Aramis exclaimed. “Your heart is engaged, you say? Well, we must be cautious.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s dangerous when your heart is occupied, especially when others are in urgent need of your mind.”

“You’re right. You see, I dropped everything at your first call. But about this young lady—”

“Why should you trouble yourself about her?”

“This: it’s said the king is fond of her.”

“And you, knowing so much, have a different view?”

“I do know the king has changed greatly; only the day before yesterday, he was infatuated with Madame. A few days ago, Monsieur even complained to the queen mother, leading to some marital discord and a scolding from his mother.”

“How do you know all this?”

“I simply do. Anyway, since those misunderstandings and scoldings, the king has said nothing to her royal highness.”

“Well, and then?”

“Since then, he’s fallen for Mademoiselle de la Vallière. You know, she is one of Madame’s maids of honor. I suppose you’re familiar with the concept of a *chaperon* in matters of love? Well, Mademoiselle de la Vallière acts as Madame’s *chaperon*. It’s up to you to make the most of this situation. I don’t need to explain further.”

“But, in any case, injured pride will make things easier; the girl will win the king's favor and discover Madame’s secret. You can hardly imagine what someone clever can do with such knowledge.”

“But how do we approach her?”

“You, of all people, ask me that?" Aramis replied, with surprise. "True enough. I won’t find time to pay her attention myself."

“She’s poor and unassuming. You can create a position for her. Whether she becomes the king’s confessor or his companion, you’ll gain a new and influential ally.”

“Very well,” said Fouquet, “what do we do about this girl?”

“Whenever you’ve taken a liking to a lady, Monsieur Fouquet, what do you generally do?”

“I write to her, explaining my devotion, how much I wish to serve her in every way, and sign ‘Fouquet.’”

“And has anyone ever rejected you?”

“Only one,” Fouquet admitted. “But just four days ago, she relented, like the rest.”

“Will you write, then?” Aramis asked, offering him a pen. Fouquet took it, saying, “I’ll write at your dictation.”

“My mind is so preoccupied that I can barely manage a few lines.”

“Very well,” Aramis replied. “Write.”

He dictated the following: “Mademoiselle—I have seen you, and you will not be surprised to learn that I find you very beautiful. But, without the position you deserve at court, your time there is wasted. The devotion of an honorable man, if you wish for advancement, could be the means to display your talent and beauty. I offer you my devotion; but since even the quietest affection can put its subject at risk, it would be wise for a person of your worth not to risk her peace of mind unless her future is secure. If you accept and return my affection, I promise that my gratitude will ensure your freedom and independence forever.”

Once he finished, Fouquet looked at Aramis. “Sign it,” the latter said.

“Is it really necessary?”

“Your signature on that letter is worth a fortune; you forget that.” Fouquet signed.

“Whom will you send with this letter?” Aramis asked.

“An excellent servant of mine.”

“Can you trust him?”

“He’s been with me all my life.”

“Good. Besides, in this case, it’s not a huge risk.”

“How so? If you’re right about the girl’s wishes to please the king and Madame, the king will give her whatever she asks.”

“The king has money, then?” Aramis inquired. “I suppose so; he hasn’t asked me for any lately.”

“Don’t worry, he soon will.”

“In fact, I expected him to mention the *fête* at Vaux, but he hasn’t said a word about it.”

“He soon will.”

“You must think the king rather harsh, Monsieur d’Herblay.”

“It isn’t truly him who is harsh.”

“He’s young, and so his nature is kind.”

“He is young, but he’s either weak, or his passions run deep; and Monsieur Colbert now controls both his weaknesses and his desires.”

“So, you admit you’re afraid of him?”

“I don’t deny it.”

“Then I am lost.”

“Why do you say that?”

“My only influence with the king was the funds I controlled, and now I am destitute.”

“Not so.”

“What do you mean, ‘not so’? Do you know my affairs better than I do?”

“That’s quite possible.”

“What if he demands this *fête* be given?”

“You’ll give it, of course.”

“But with what funds?”

“Have you ever really lacked money?”

“Oh!

“If only you knew the cost of gathering the last amount.”

“The next sum will cost you nothing.”

“But who will supply it?”

“I will.”

“What, give me six million?”

“Ten, if needed.”

“On my honor, D’Herblay,” Fouquet said, “your confidence worries me more than the king’s anger. Who on earth can you be?”

“You know me well enough, I should think.”

“Of course; but what is your goal?”

“I want to see a king on the throne of France who is dedicated to Monsieur Fouquet, and I want Monsieur Fouquet to be dedicated to me.”

“Oh!” exclaimed Fouquet, pressing his hand to his chest. “As for my loyalty, you know I am yours; but, my dear D’Herblay, you are fooling yourself.”

“In what way?”

“The king will never be dedicated to me.”

“I never said King Louis would be.”

“But you implied it just now.”

“I didn’t say *the* king; I said *a* king.”

“Isn’t that the same?”

“No, it’s very different.”

“I can’t understand.”

“You will, soon. Suppose, for instance, that the king in question were someone very different from Louis XIV.”

“Someone else?”

“Yes, someone who owes everything to you.”

“Impossible.”

“Even his throne.”

“You’re mad, D’Herblay. There is no one besides Louis XIV who could sit on France’s throne. I know no one, not a soul.”

“*But* I know one.”

“Unless you mean Monsieur,” Fouquet said uneasily, glancing at Aramis. “But Monsieur—”

“It is *not* Monsieur.”

“Then how could a prince who is not of royal blood, a prince with no claim—”

“My king—or, rather, your king—will have all that’s required, believe me.”

“Be careful, Monsieur d’Herblay. You make my blood run cold and my head swim.”

Aramis smiled. “There’s no need for that,” he replied.

“Yet, you frighten me,” Fouquet admitted. Aramis smiled once more.

“You find this amusing,” Fouquet continued.

“One day, you’ll be amused as well; but for now, I must enjoy it alone.”

“Please, explain yourself.”

“When the time is right, I’ll tell you everything. Don’t be afraid. Trust me, keep your faith in me.”

“The truth is, I can’t help but doubt, since everything is unclear—indeed, I see nothing at all.”

“That’s only because you’re blind to it; but a day will come when you’ll see.”

“Oh!” Fouquet exclaimed. “If only I could believe!”

“You, without belief! You, who have safely crossed the abyss at your feet ten times by my hand—a gulf that would have swallowed you if you were alone; you, who have risen from procureur-general to intendant, from intendant to first minister of the crown, and who will soon rise from first minister to mayor of the palace. Yet still,” Aramis continued, with his unchanging smile, “no, you cannot see, so you do not believe what I am telling you.” With that, Aramis rose to go.

“One last word,” Fouquet interrupted. “You have never spoken so to me before; you have never shown such confidence—such, dare I say, audacity?”

“Confidence requires freedom of speech.”

“And you have that freedom now?”

“Yes.”

“Since recently?”

“Since yesterday.”

“Oh! Monsieur d’Herblay, be careful; your confidence borders on recklessness.”

“One can afford to be bold when one has power.”

“And you have power?”

“I’ve already offered you ten million; I make the offer again.”

Fouquet stood, visibly unsettled. “Come, now,” he said, “you spoke of toppling kings and putting up others. Have I misunderstood?”

“You haven’t; I said it.”

“And why did you say it?”

“Because it’s easy to talk of overturning thrones and raising kings when one stands above all kings and thrones—at least in this world.”

“Your power is limitless, then?” Fouquet cried.

“I’ve already told you—and I’ll say it again,” Aramis replied, his eyes bright and lips trembling. Fouquet sank back into his chair, hiding his face in his hands. For a short while, Aramis regarded him as fate itself might regard a mere mortal. “Farewell,” he said gently. “Rest calmly, and don’t forget to send your letter to La Vallière. We’ll meet again tomorrow.”

“Yes, tomorrow,” Fouquet replied, shaking his hands as if to steady himself. “But where shall we meet?”

“At the king’s promenade, if that works for you.”

“Agreed.” And with that, they parted.

# Chapter LXI: The Storm

The dawn of the next day was dark and gloomy. With the promenade planned in the royal itinerary, everyone looked to the sky as soon as they woke. Just above the treetops, a thick, suffocating fog hung low, barely rising thirty feet, even when the weak sun tried to shine—it appeared only as a faint, dark spot through the dense mist. There was no dew that morning; the grass was dry from lack of moisture, and the flowers hung limply. The birds sang more quietly than usual from the branches, which seemed still and lifeless, like the limbs of corpses.

The usual, subtle murmurs that seemed to issue from the sun—the very breath of nature, always present above all other sounds—were totally absent. The silence was deep, unlike anything experienced before. When the king woke and approached the window, he noticed the gloomy sky. However, since all plans for the promenade were already in place, and more importantly, since Louis expected this outing to satisfy the longings of his imagination—and, it must be said, the urgent desires of his heart—he decided resolutely that bad weather would not deter him. The promenade would take place, regardless of the weather. After all, some earthly sovereigns appear to lead privileged lives, and at times, it feels as though a monarch's spoken wish might sway even the Divine will. As Virgil said of Augustus: *Nocte pluit tota redeunt spectacula mane*.

Louis attended mass as usual, though it was clear that his thoughts were more on the world around him than on his devotion to the Creator. During the service, his mind wandered as he counted down the minutes and seconds until his moment of happiness—the promenade, when Madame would make her entrance with her maids of honor. Meanwhile, everyone at the chateau was still blissfully unaware of the private meeting between La Vallière and the king. Montalais, with her usual love of gossip, might have felt tempted to share the story, but this time she was restrained by Malicorne, who had reliably secured her silence with the golden lock of shared interest.

As for Louis XIV, his happiness was so complete that he had nearly forgiven Madame for her bit of mischief the night before. In truth, he felt more inclined to congratulate himself than to complain. Without her spiteful gesture, he would never have received La Vallière's letter; without the letter, there would have been no meeting; and without the meeting, he would have remained uncertain.

His heart was so full of happiness that no hard feelings could remain there, at least for now. Instead of frowning when he saw his sister-in-law, Louis resolved to greet her with greater friendliness and graciousness than usual. But he had one condition: she must be ready to leave early.

Such were Louis’s thoughts during mass, which caused him to neglect matters that, as the Most Christian King and eldest son of the Church, should have commanded his attention. After the service, he returned to the chateau. With the promenade set for midday and the clock reading only ten, he set himself to work with Colbert and Lyonne. Yet even as he worked, Louis repeatedly found himself wandering from the table to the window that looked out toward Madame’s pavilion, and he could see M. Fouquet in the courtyard, attracting even more notice from the courtiers than before, thanks to the favor he had received the previous evening. When the king saw Fouquet, he instinctively turned to Colbert, who had a smile that radiated goodwill and satisfaction. This sunny disposition seemed to appear ever since one of his secretaries had quietly given him a pocketbook, which he slipped into his pocket without looking at it. Yet, knowing Colbert's love of hidden motives, Louis found himself preferring Fouquet’s warm smile over Colbert’s.

“Finish this and place it on my desk. I’ll read it when I have time,” the king instructed Lyonne and Colbert before leaving the room. At the king’s nod, Fouquet hurried up the staircase, while Aramis, who had been with the superintendent, quietly melted into the crowd of courtiers, slipping away unnoticed by the king.

As fate had it, the king and Fouquet met at the top of the staircase.

“Sire,” said Fouquet, seeing the gracious way the king was about to receive him, “your majesty has showered me with kindness these last few days. It is not just a young monarch who reigns over France, but someone of a higher nature—one whom pleasure, happiness, and love recognize as their master.” The king flushed at the compliment. Though flattering, it was also pointed. Louis led Fouquet to a small room that separated his study from his bedchamber.

“Do you know why I sent for you?” the king asked, sitting down by the window to look out at the gardens facing Madame’s pavilion.

“No, sire,” answered Fouquet, “but I imagine it must be for something pleasant, from your majesty’s gracious smile.”

“You are mistaken.”

“I am, sire?”

“Yes. On the contrary, I sent for you to pick a quarrel with you.”

“With me, sire?”

“Yes, and a serious one.”

“Your majesty worries me, though I have always trusted in your fairness and kindness.”

“Do you know, Monsieur Fouquet, that I have been told you are preparing a magnificent *fête* at Vaux?”

Fouquet smiled, much as a sick person might at the first chill of a fever.

# Chapter LXII: The Shower of Rain

At that moment, in the same direction the king and La Vallière had taken—though they were deep within the woods rather than on the path—two men walked side by side, completely unconcerned about the changing skies above. Their heads were bowed, as if deeply engaged in serious matters. They did not notice either De Guiche or Madame, nor did they see the king and La Vallière. Suddenly, something flashed through the air like a broad sheet of flame, followed by a distant, rolling roar.

“Ah!” exclaimed one of them, lifting his head. “Here comes the storm. Let’s make our way to the carriages, my dear D’Herblay.”

Aramis looked up at the sky. “There’s no need to hurry just yet,” he replied. Then, returning to the conversation where it had likely been interrupted, he added, “You were saying that the letter we wrote last evening should have reached its destination by now?”

“I was saying she surely has it.”

“Who did you send it with?”

“My own servant, as I mentioned earlier.”

“Did he bring back a reply?”

“I haven’t seen him since; the young lady was probably with Madame or busy dressing in her room, so he may have had to wait. Our departure time came, and we left, so I can’t say what’s happening over there.”

“Did you see the king before you left?”

“Yes.”

“How did he seem?”

“Nothing could have gone better or worse, depending on whether he’s sincere or putting on an act.”

“And the *fête*?”

“It will happen in a month.”

“He invited himself, you say?”

“With a persistence that clearly had Colbert’s influence. But didn’t last night destroy your hopes?”

“What hopes?”

“The hopes that you could help me in this matter.”

“No; I spent the night writing, and all my instructions have been sent.”

“Don’t fool yourself, D’Herblay. The *fête* will cost millions.”

“I’ll cover six; you should manage two or three.”

“You’re an extraordinary man, my dear D’Herblay.”

Aramis smiled. “But,” Fouquet asked, still a bit uneasy, “how is it that while you’re now offering millions, just a few days ago you couldn’t pay Baisemeaux the fifty thousand francs yourself?”

“Because a few days ago, I was as poor as Job.”

“And today?”

“Today, I’m richer than the king himself.”

“Very well,” said Fouquet. “I know people well enough to know you’d never break your word. I don’t wish to pry into your secret, so let’s leave it at that.”

At that moment, a low, heavy rumble echoed, quickly turning into a loud crash of thunder.

“Oh, oh!” exclaimed Fouquet. “I was right about the storm.”

“Come,” said Aramis, “let’s head back to the carriages.”

“We won’t have time,” Fouquet warned, “because here comes the rain.”

Just then, as if the heavens had opened, a sudden shower of large raindrops began to fall on the leaves around them. “We’ll have time,” Aramis insisted, “to reach the carriages before the foliage is soaked.”

“It would be better,” Fouquet suggested, “to find shelter somewhere—in a grotto, for example.”

“Yes, but where are we going to find a grotto?” Aramis asked.

“I know one,” Fouquet said with a smile, “not ten steps from here.” He glanced around and added, “Yes, we’re in luck.”

“You’re fortunate to have such a good memory,” Aramis replied, returning the smile. “But aren’t you worried that your coachman, seeing we haven’t returned, will think we took another route and won’t follow the court’s carriages?”

“Oh, there’s no need to worry about that,” Fouquet reassured him. “Whenever I leave my coachman and carriage in a designated spot, only an express order from the king can move them. Besides, it sounds like we’re not the only ones who’ve ventured this far; I hear footsteps and voices.”

As he spoke, Fouquet turned and moved aside a tangle of foliage that blocked the path. Both he and Aramis peered through the gap he created.

“A woman,” Aramis observed.

“And a man,” Fouquet added.

“It’s La Vallière and the king!” they both exclaimed at once.

“Oh, oh!” Aramis said, intrigued. “Does His Majesty know about your cavern as well? I wouldn’t be surprised—he seems on very friendly terms with the dryads of Fontainebleau.”

“That’s not important,” Fouquet replied. “Let’s get there. If he doesn’t know about it, we’ll see his reaction. The grotto has two entrances, so while he comes in one, we can slip out the other.”

“Is it far?” Aramis asked, glancing up as the rain began to drip through the trees.

“We’re almost there,” Fouquet said, pushing aside a few branches to reveal a hollow in the solid rock, hidden until now by heaths, ivy, and thick shrubs. He led the way, with Aramis following closely. As Aramis entered the grotto, he paused and turned back. “Yes, they’re entering the woods; look, they’re heading this way.”

“Very well; let’s make room for them,” Fouquet said with a smile, tugging Aramis’s cloak. “But I doubt the king knows about my grotto.”

“Yes,” Aramis replied, watching the king’s gaze. “They’re just looking for a thicker tree.”

Aramis was right; the king’s eyes were directed upward, not around him. He held La Vallière’s arm, their fingers intertwined.

La Vallière's feet began to grow numb on the wet grass. Louis looked around with new focus and spotted a massive oak tree with wide-spreading branches. He quickly led La Vallière beneath its protective canopy. The poor girl looked about, torn between fear and hope that someone would follow. Louis helped her lean against the trunk, which, despite the heavy rain, felt remarkably dry under the thick leaves. He stood before her, his head uncovered. After a while, some raindrops managed to drip through the branches and land on the king's forehead, but he paid them no mind.

“Oh, sire!” La Vallière murmured, nudging the king’s hat toward him. But he just bowed his head and firmly refused to cover it.

“Now or never is the moment to offer your shelter,” Fouquet whispered to Aramis.

“Now or never is the time to listen, and miss not a word they might exchange,” Aramis quietly replied. Indeed, both stood perfectly still, letting the king’s voice reach them.

“Believe me,” the king said, “I sense—or rather, I can imagine—your unease. I genuinely regret having separated you from the rest of the company and bringing you to a place where the rain may cause you discomfort.”

“You're already wet, and perhaps cold too?”

“No, sire.”

“And yet you tremble?”

“I fear, sire, that my absence may be misinterpreted, especially at this moment when everyone else is together again.”

“I would not hesitate to suggest we return to the carriages, Mademoiselle de la Vallière, but please look and listen. Can anyone make any progress just now?”

The thunder kept rumbling, and the rain poured down heavily.

“Besides,” the king added, “no possible interpretation could reflect badly on you. Are you not with the king of France, in other words, with the foremost gentleman of the kingdom?”

“Certainly, sire,” La Vallière replied, “and it is a great honor for me. Yet it is not for myself that I fear what people may think.”

“For whom, then?”

“For you, sire.”

“For *me*?” the king said, smiling. “I don’t understand.”

“Has Your Majesty already forgotten what happened yesterday evening in Her Royal Highness’s apartments?”

“Oh! Please forget that, or allow me to remember it only so I may thank you once again for your letter and—”

“Sire,” La Vallière interrupted, “the rain is falling, and your majesty is bare-headed.”

“I ask you to think only of yourself.”

“Oh! I,” La Vallière said with a smile, “I am a country girl, used to walking the meadows of the Loire and the gardens of Blois in any weather. And for my clothes,” she added, glancing at her simple muslin dress, “you can see there’s little risk of damage.”

“Indeed, I’ve noticed more than once that you owe almost everything to yourself and little to your clothing. Your lack of vanity is one of your greatest charms to me.”

“Sire, don’t flatter me higher than I deserve. Just say, ‘You cannot possibly be a coquette.’”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because,” La Vallière replied with a smile, “I am not rich.”

“So you admit,” interrupted the king eagerly, “that you have a taste for beautiful things?”

“Sire, I only think beautiful those things that are within my reach. Anything too far beyond me—”

“You are indifferent to?”

“It is foreign to me, as if forbidden.”

“And I,” the king said, “do not believe you have been treated in my court as you should be. Your family’s contributions have not been properly recognized. My uncle neglected your family’s advancement.”

“On the contrary, sire. His Royal Highness, the Duke of Orleans, was always exceedingly kind to M. de Saint-Remy, my stepfather. The services given were humble, and honestly, our contributions have been fairly recognized. Not everyone is fortunate enough to find chances to serve their sovereign with distinction. I’m sure, had such opportunities arisen, my family’s actions would have matched their loyal hearts and noble character; but that happiness never came to us.”

“In that case, Mademoiselle de la Vallière, kings must make up for lost opportunity, and I am more than willing to address the misfortunes you have suffered, and to do so promptly.”

“No, sire,” La Vallière interjected eagerly, “please let things remain as they are.”

“Really? You refuse what I want to do for you?”

“All I wanted was granted when I was accepted into Madame’s household.”

“But if not for yourself, at least accept for your family.”

“Your generous intentions, sire, astonish and even scare me. By helping us as you wish, you would only create enemies—for us and for yourself. Let me remain in modest circumstances, sire; let me enjoy the comfort of selflessness.”

“Your sentiments,” said the king, “are genuinely admirable.”

“Indeed,” murmured Aramis to Fouquet, “and he’s not used to hearing such words.”

“But,” replied Fouquet, “what if she were to respond to my letter the same way?”

“True!” said Aramis. “We should wait to see.”

“And then, my dear Monsieur d’Herblay,” added the superintendent, trying to grasp La Vallière’s perspective, “It’s often wise to act disinterested when dealing with kings.”

“Exactly what I was thinking just now,” Aramis replied. “Let’s listen.”

The king stepped closer to La Vallière, and as the rain dripped steadily through the oak’s branches, he held his hat over the young woman’s head. She lifted her lovely blue eyes to the royal hat protecting her, shaking her head and sighing deeply as she did.

“What sad thought,” the king said, “could reach your heart when I place mine as a shield before it?”

“I will tell you, sire. I've brought this up before—a difficult topic for a girl to discuss, but your majesty always silenced me. You do not belong just to yourself; you are married. Any sentiment that draws you away from the queen, making you pay attention to me, would only give her sorrow.” The king tried to interrupt, but she continued, raising a gentle hand. “Queen Maria, with love that anyone can understand, keeps a close watch on every step you take away from her. Thankful that her life and yours are joined, she prays Heaven to protect you and feels a pang of jealousy at the slightest flutter of your heart toward someone else.”

The king seemed eager to speak, but La Vallière continued. “Would it not be a serious mistake, then, for your majesty, knowing of this anxious, selfless affection, to give the queen reason to be jealous? Forgive me, sire, for my words. I know it may seem impossible—really, it should be impossible—that the highest queen in the world could feel jealousy toward a poor girl like me. Yet, even as a queen, she is a woman, and her heart can never completely shut itself off from the seeds of suspicion others might plant. For Heaven’s sake, sire, think no more of me; I am not worthy of your regard.”

“Do you not see that by speaking as you do, you turn my esteem for you into the deepest admiration?”

“Sire, you misjudge me; you think me better than I am, crediting me with virtues I don’t possess. Spare me, sire; if I didn’t know you were the most generous man in your realm, I might believe you were joking.”

“I know you do not think that,” Louis exclaimed.

“I will have to believe it if your majesty keeps speaking to me like this.”

“Then I must be the unhappiest prince in Christendom,” the king replied sincerely, “for I cannot persuade the one I love most in all the world to believe my words. It breaks my heart that she refuses to accept my feelings.”

“Oh, sire!” La Vallière said, gently pushing the king back as he leaned closer. “I think the storm has passed, and the rain is over.” Yet just then, as if she were fleeing from her own heart beating in time with the king’s, the storm contradicted her. A blinding flash of lightning lit up the woods, followed by a tremendous thunderclap overhead, as if the height of the oak tree had attracted the tempest.

The young woman could not suppress a cry of fear. The king drew her close with one arm, while with the other he shielded her head as if to protect her from the lightning. Then all was quiet, with the group—so lovely in their youth and tender affection—still, while Fouquet and Aramis watched, just as unmoving as La Vallière and the king.

“Oh, sire!” La Vallière murmured, her head leaning on his shoulder.

“Yes,” the king replied. “The storm isn’t over.”

“It’s a warning, sire,” she whispered. The king smiled.

“Sire, that is Heaven’s voice, angry with us.”

“Very well,” said the king. “Let’s take that thunderclap as a warning, perhaps even a threat, but only if it is repeated with the same force in the next five minutes. If not, then I’ll see this storm as simply a storm, nothing more.” As he spoke, the king looked upward, as if questioning the sky itself. Remarkably, during the five minutes following that frightful thunder, no further crash was heard. When sound returned, it was distant, as if the storm had been chased away, rushing across the sky on the back of the wind.

“Well, Louise,” the king said softly, “do you still believe I am threatened by Heaven’s wrath? And, since you wanted to see the storm as a warning, do you still think it predicts misfortune?”

The young woman looked up and saw that during their conversation, the rain had trickled through the leaves, running down the king’s face.

“Oh, sire, sire!” she cried, her voice filled with urgent concern, which visibly touched the king.

“Is it for me,” she murmured, “that the king stands uncovered and exposed to the rain? What am I then?”

“You are, as you see,” replied the king, “the divinity who ends the storm and brings back the sun.” At his words, a sunbeam pierced the woods, setting the raindrops on the leaves and branches sparkling like diamonds.

“Sire,” La Vallière said, nearly overwhelmed but gathering her courage, “think of the worry you cause on my account. Even now, people search for you in every direction. The queen must be anxious, and Madame—oh, Madame!” The young girl exclaimed, her face turning fearful. This name struck the king deeply.

He stepped away from La Vallière, whom he had held close against his heart until that moment. With a thoughtful look, he moved to the path to survey the area, then returned to her side.

“Madame, you say?” he remarked.

“Yes, Madame; she is also jealous,” La Vallière replied, her words heavily emphasized. Her eyes, shy and fleeting, met the king’s for a brief instant.

“Still,” Louis said, trying to compose himself, “it seems to me Madame has no reason—no right—to be jealous of me.”

“Alas!” La Vallière murmured.

“Are you, too,” the king said, almost wounded, “one of those who think a sister can be jealous of her brother?”

“It’s not for me, sire, to question your majesty’s secrets.”

“So you do think so?” the king exclaimed.

“I believe Madame is jealous, sire,” La Vallière replied firmly.

“Is it possible,” the king asked anxiously, “that you’ve seen this in how she treats you? Did she show the jealousy you mention?”

“Not at all, sire; I am of no importance.”

“Oh! If only that were true—” Louis cried.

“Sire,” she interrupted, “the rain has stopped; someone is coming.” Forgetting etiquette for a moment, she took the king’s arm.

“Well,” the king replied, “let them come. Who would dare to think I was wrong to be alone with Mademoiselle de la Vallière?”

“For pity’s sake, sire! They’ll think it odd to see you soaked like this, having risked so much for me.”

“I have only done my duty as a gentleman,” Louis replied. “Woe to anyone who criticizes their king.” At that moment, a few curious faces appeared further down the path, searching for something. When they finally saw the king with La Vallière, it was clear they had found what they sought. These were courtiers sent by the queen and Madame, who took off their hats in respect to the king.

Though La Vallière blushed with embarrassment, Louis remained courteous and gentle as always. As the courtiers gathered, seeing the king’s remarkable deference to the young woman by standing bareheaded in the rain, he offered her his arm and led her to the group waiting nearby. He acknowledged their respectful bows with a nod, and still holding his hat, escorted her to her carriage.

As a few more raindrops fell—a final gesture from the retreating storm—the other ladies, who had waited and not entered their carriages out of respect for the king, now stood with neither hood nor cloak, exposed to the rain that the king had tried to shield even the humblest of them from. The queen and Madame, like the others, must have seen this extraordinary courtesy. Madame, clearly unsettled, nudged the queen and whispered, “Look there, look there.”

The queen closed her eyes, as if overcome by sudden weakness. She raised her hands to her face and entered her carriage, Madame following closely behind. The king mounted his horse again, showing no preference for any carriage, and rode back to Fontainebleau with the reins resting on his horse’s neck, deep in thought.

When the last of the carriages had pulled away and the sounds had faded—when they were certain all was clear—Aramis and Fouquet finally emerged from the grotto. In silence, they walked slowly toward the path.

Aramis studied the open space, scanning before, behind, and deep into the woods. “Monsieur Fouquet,” he said, once certain they were alone, “we must recover that letter you wrote to La Vallière, at any cost.”

“That shouldn’t be too hard,” Fouquet replied, “if my servant hasn’t already delivered it.”

“No matter, we must get it back. Do you understand?”

“Yes. The king is in love with her, I take it?”

“Deeply. Worse, she feels the same for him.”

“Then I suppose we must change our approach?”

“Definitely; time is of the utmost importance. You must see La Vallière and, without any thought of being her lover—that’s simply out of the question—declare yourself her devoted friend and humble servant.”

“I will do that,” Fouquet replied, having no objection, since she seemed a good-hearted girl.

“Or possibly a very clever one,” Aramis replied. “Either way, that only makes the matter more urgent.” After a brief pause, he added, “If I’m not mistaken, she’ll become the king’s greatest love. Let's get to our carriage and return to the château as fast as we can.”

# Chapter LXIII: Toby

Two hours after the superintendent’s carriage, following Aramis’s instructions, had departed for Fontainebleau—like the last gust of a receding storm—La Vallière sat in her apartment. She was dressed in a simple muslin robe and had just finished a light meal placed on a marble table. Suddenly, the door opened, and a servant entered to announce that M. Fouquet wished to pay his respects. She asked him to repeat the message twice, for the poor girl knew M. Fouquet only by reputation and couldn’t imagine why the superintendent of finances would call on her. Considering that he might be sent by the king—and recalling their earlier conversation—she checked her reflection, fixed her hair, and instructed the servant to admit him.

La Vallière felt an unshakable sense of unease. A visit from the superintendent was no ordinary event for any woman at court. Fouquet, known for his generosity, charm, and his genuine respect for women, had received far more invitations than he ever solicited. In many households, his presence signaled fortune; in many hearts, it sparked love.

When Fouquet entered, he did so with respectful grace—the kind that defined the great men of his era, though such qualities seem lost to modern memory, for all that artists try to portray them in their works. La Vallière returned his formal greeting with a slight nod and motioned for him to be seated.

But Fouquet, bowing slightly, said, “I will not sit until you have forgiven me.”

“I?” said La Vallière, “Forgive you for what?”

Fouquet fixed her with an intent gaze, believing he saw only sincere surprise in her expression. “I see,” he said, “that you are both generous and perceptive, and I read in your eyes the pardon I seek. A spoken forgiveness is not enough for me—I need it from your heart and mind.”

“Upon my honor, monsieur,” La Vallière replied, “I assure you, I truly do not understand what you mean.”

“Once again, your delicacy captivates me,” Fouquet said. “I see you don’t wish to embarrass me in your presence.”

“Embarrass you? Embarrass you in front of me! Why should you be embarrassed?”

“Could I have been mistaken?” Fouquet wondered. “Could I be fortunate enough that you have not been offended by my actions?”

“Truly, monsieur,” La Vallière said, shrugging, “you’re speaking in riddles, and I fear I am too naïve to understand you.”

“Very well,” said Fouquet. “I won’t insist. I merely ask that you assure me of your wholehearted pardon.”

“I have only one answer for you, monsieur,” La Vallière replied, a little impatiently, “and I hope it will satisfy you. If I knew what wrong you believe you have done me, I would forgive it. As it is, I forgive you even more easily since I am unaware of any offense.”

Fouquet bit his lip, just as Aramis might have done.

“In that case,” he said, “I trust that, despite what has happened, we will remain on good terms—and that you’ll grant me the favor of believing in my respectful friendship.”

La Vallière sensed she understood, and thought, *I would never have thought M. Fouquet so eager to discover the source of such a recent service.* Then she said aloud, “Your friendship, monsieur! It is you who honor me by offering such friendship. I am deeply grateful.”

“I know,” said Fouquet, “that the friendship of a master may seem more dazzling or desirable than that of a servant. Still, I assure you, the latter will be just as devoted, just as loyal, and entirely selfless.”

La Vallière bowed, moved by the superintendent’s conviction and sincerity. She extended her hand to him and said, “I believe you.”

Fouquet gratefully took the young woman’s hand. “Then, you see no difficulty,” he continued, “in returning that unfortunate letter to me?”

“What letter?” La Vallière asked. Fouquet fixed her with a searching look, as before, but found only the same straightforward and genuine expression.

“I must say,” he explained after her denial, “that your heart is the purest in the world. I would not deserve to call myself honorable if I doubted the honesty of someone as generous as you.”

“In truth, Monsieur Fouquet,” said La Vallière, “I regret, but I have absolutely no idea what you’re referring to.”

“So on your honor, mademoiselle, you have not received any letter from me?”

“On my honor, I have not,” La Vallière affirmed.

“Very well, that will suffice. Allow me to reaffirm my greatest respect for you,” Fouquet said. With a bow, he left to find Aramis, who awaited him in his apartment, while La Vallière wondered if the superintendent had lost his mind.

“Well!” asked Aramis, impatient for Fouquet’s return, “are you satisfied with the favorite?”

“Enchanted,” replied Fouquet. “She is truly intelligent and sensitive.”

“She didn’t get upset, then?”

“Not at all—she gave no impression of understanding.”

“Understanding what?”

“Understanding that I had written her a letter.”

“She must have understood well enough to return it, at least.”

“Not in the slightest.”

“At a minimum, you ensured she destroyed it.”

“My dear Monsieur d’Herblay, I’ve been going in circles with subtle hints for more than an hour now, and while it’s almost entertaining, I’m getting tired of it. Let me clarify: she pretended not to get my meaning. She denied having received any letter; since she denied even getting it, she could neither return it nor destroy it.”

“Oh, oh!” said Aramis, his tone uneasy. “What are you suggesting?”

“I’m saying she insisted, strongly, that she never received the letter.”

“That is too much. Did you press her?”

“Quite persistently.”

“And she stood by her denial?”

“Absolutely.”

“She never contradicted herself?”

“Not once.”

“In that case, the letter is still in her hands?”

“How else could it be?”

“Oh!

“It was an error.”

“What would you have done in my position?”

“No one could force her, of course, but it’s troublesome: a letter like that shouldn’t exist with someone who could use it against us.”

“Oh! The young lady is generous; I saw it in her eyes—I know how to read eyes.”

“You trust her completely?”

“With all my heart.”

“Well, I think you’re wrong.”

“How so?”

“I believe that, as she told you, she never received the letter.”

“What! Do you really think—”

“I believe, for reasons unknown to us, your man failed to deliver it.”

Fouquet rang the bell. A servant entered. “Send Toby here,” he ordered. Shortly after, a man entered—anxious and shrewd by appearance, with short arms and a slight hunch to his back.

Aramis fixed him with a piercing stare. “May I question him myself?” he asked.

“Go ahead,” Fouquet answered.

Aramis was about to speak to the lackey, then hesitated. “No,” he decided. “He might pick up on how important this is. You question him; I’ll pretend to write.”

With that, Aramis sat at a table, turning his back to the servant while carefully observing every movement and expression through a mirror.

“Come here, Toby,” said Fouquet. The valet approached with a steady step.

“How did you complete my instructions?” asked Fouquet.

“In the usual way, Monseigneur,” the man answered.

“But specifically, how?”

“I made it as far as Mademoiselle de la Vallière’s apartment; she was at mass, so I put the note on her dressing table. That’s what you told me to do, wasn’t it?”

“Exactly. And that’s all?”

“That’s everything, Monseigneur.”

“No one else was there?”

“No one.”

“You hid yourself as I ordered?”

“Yes.”

“She returned?”

“Ten minutes later.”

“No one else touched the letter?”

“No one; no one entered the room.”

“From outside, perhaps, but from inside?”

“My hiding place gave me a full view of the room.”

“Now listen closely,” said Fouquet, eyeing the lackey. “If that letter failed to reach its recipient, confess now. If there has been a mistake, your life depends on your honesty.”

Toby flinched, then steadied himself. “Monseigneur, I placed the letter right where I said. I only need half an hour to prove that Mademoiselle de la Vallière has that letter, or to bring it back to you myself.”

Aramis watched him intently. Fouquet was easy to trust, and this man had served him faithfully for twenty years.

“Go, then,” Fouquet said, “but bring me the proof you promise.”

The servant left.

“So, what’s your opinion?” Fouquet asked Aramis.

“I think you must uncover the truth—whether the letter reached La Vallière. If it did, she must return it or burn it in your presence. If not, you must recover it, no matter the price. Isn’t that your view?”

“Yes, but, my dear bishop, you’re making too much of this.”

“How blind you are!” murmured Aramis.

Fouquet continued, “La Vallière—whom we imagine is a schemer—is just a flirt. She wants me to keep pursuing her, especially now she knows the king is interested. She keeps me on a leash with that letter. It’s only natural.”

Aramis shook his head.

“Don’t you agree?” Fouquet asked.

“She’s not a coquette,” Aramis said. “Let me—”

“Oh, I’ve known plenty of coquettes,” Aramis interrupted. “My dear friend!”

“You mean I’ve been out of practice too long. But women are the same in every era.”

“True; but men change, and you have become much more suspicious than you once were.” He chuckled. “If La Vallière is willing to love me for a third of the time, while the king claims the other two-thirds, do you consider that fair?”

Aramis stood, impatient.

“La Vallière,” he said, “has only ever loved the king, and she never will love anyone else.”

“In any case,” Fouquet replied, “what would you do?”

“Better to ask what I would have done.”

“Then what would you have done?”

“To begin, I wouldn’t have let that servant go.”

“Toby?”

“Yes. Toby is a traitor. I’m certain of it. I wouldn’t have let him leave until he confessed.”

“There’s still time. I’ll call him back—you can question him yourself.”

“Agreed.”

“But I warn you, it’s pointless. He’s served me twenty years without the tiniest error. Still,” Fouquet added with a laugh, “it would have been easy enough if he had.”

“Call him back anyway. This morning, I think I saw him in serious conversation with one of M. Colbert’s men.”

“Where?”

“Across from the stables.”

“Bah! My men are at odds with Colbert’s.”

“I saw them, I tell you. His face, which should have been unfamiliar to me earlier, now seems unmistakably familiar.”

“Why not speak while he was here?”

“I remembered only just now.”

“Really,” said Fouquet, “you’re frightening me.” He rang the bell again.

“Assuming it’s not already too late,” Aramis added.

Fouquet rang with impatience. The usual valet appeared.

“Toby!” said Fouquet. “Tell him to come.” The valet immediately withdrew.

“You’re giving me full freedom, I trust?”

“Completely.”

“Then I’ll use any method required to discover the truth.”

“Any method.”

“Even threats?”

“I appoint you my public prosecutor.”

They waited ten minutes, but no one came. Fouquet, now fully exasperated, rang again, very loudly.

“Toby!” he called.

“Monseigneur,” replied the valet, “they are searching for him.”

“He can’t be far; I gave him no other orders.”

“I’ll check myself, Monseigneur,” the valet said, then closed the door. Aramis paced restlessly and in silence. Ten more minutes passed. Fouquet rang the bell so violently it seemed capable of waking the dead.

The valet finally reappeared, trembling as if bringing bad news. “Monseigneur is mistaken,” he said before Fouquet could speak. “You must have sent Toby on an errand, for he has gone to the stables, taken your fastest horse, and saddled it himself.”

“Well?” Fouquet prompted.

“And he’s ridden away.”

“Gone!” Fouquet exclaimed. “He must be pursued—caught!”

“No, no,” Aramis whispered, catching Fouquet’s hand, “keep calm; the deed is done.”

The valet left quietly.

“The deed is done, you say?”

“Exactly. I was sure of it. Now we must be careful not to raise suspicion. We need to see what follows, and, if possible, respond.”

“After all,” Fouquet said, “it’s not such a terrible disaster.”

“You really think so?” said Aramis. “Of course.”

“A gentleman is allowed to write a love letter to a lady.”

“A gentleman, yes. But a subject? That’s different—especially when the lady has caught the king’s attention.”

“But the king wasn’t in love with La Vallière a week ago! He didn’t love her yesterday, and the letter is dated yesterday. How could I guess what didn’t exist yet?”

“If you insist,” said Aramis, “but, unfortunately, the letter is undated, and that’s what gives me pause. If it was dated yesterday, I wouldn’t have a moment’s concern for you.”

Fouquet shrugged. “Am I not my own master?” he said. “Is the king master of my emotions and desires?”

“You’re right,” Aramis agreed. “Let’s not exaggerate. And besides—for whatever comes, we have ways to defend ourselves.”

“Oh!

“Threats!” Fouquet exclaimed. “You can’t really count this trivial matter among those that threaten my fortune—my life?”

“Remember, Monsieur Fouquet, even a gnat’s sting can kill a giant, if it’s venomous.”

“Has the power you mentioned already vanished?”

“I am powerful, yes, but not immortal.”

“Then let’s deal with the most urgent matter: finding Toby, agreed?”

“Oh, you won’t find him now,” said Aramis. “If you valued him, you have to admit he’s lost.”

“At least he’s somewhere in the world,” said Fouquet.

“You’re right. Let me act now,” Aramis replied.
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# Chapter LXIV: Madame’s Four Chances

Anne of Austria had asked the young queen to visit her. For some time, she had been suffering deeply, witnessing her youth and beauty fade away with the rapidity often seen in women who have endured years of hardship. Alongside her physical ailments, she now faced the painful truth of being seen only as a fading presence amid the youthful beauties, sharp minds, and powerful figures of her court. Her physician’s opinions and her own reflection troubled her far less than the constant reminders from the courtiers, who, like rats leaving a sinking ship, deserted her as signs of decline appeared.

Anne of Austria was becoming increasingly unhappy with the little time her eldest son spent with her. The king, a dutiful son more from obligation than true affection, had at first made a point to visit her for an hour each morning and evening. But as he became absorbed in matters of state, these visits were reduced to half an hour, and eventually, the morning visits vanished altogether. Now, they would see each other at mass, and in the evening, they met only at the king’s gathering or at Madame’s, which the queen attended out of respect for her two sons.

As a result, Madame slowly gained great influence at court, making her own apartments the true center of royal social life. Anne of Austria noticed this change; aware of her failing health and the loneliness for which her suffering was to blame, she felt pained at the thought of living out her remaining days and evenings feeling useless and alone. She remembered with dread the isolation that Cardinal Richelieu had once forced upon her—those unbearable evenings when, despite her youth and beauty, which should have been full of hope, she had felt utterly alone.

Determined to change her situation, Anne devised a plan to lure the court back to her quarters, hoping to draw Madame and her lively entourage to her somber rooms. There, the widow of a king of France and the mother of another would find herself offering comfort to the grieving wife of yet another king. With these thoughts in mind, Anne reflected. She had been involved in plenty of intrigues over the years.

In her youth, when her ambitious plans almost always succeeded, she had a friend who fueled her passion and drive—someone even more eager and ambitious than herself. This friend, a rare find at court, had loved her deeply, but petty events had separated them forever. For many years, apart from Madame de Motteville and La Molena, her Spanish nurse and confidante, who knew her country and her heart, who could truly say they gave the queen wise advice? Who among all the youthful faces around her could remind her of the past—the only time she truly felt alive?

Anne of Austria often thought of Madame de Chevreuse, who was first exiled more for her own desires than by the king's will, and died alone, married to a man of little note. Anne wondered what Madame de Chevreuse would have advised her to do in similar circumstances, given their shared experiences in intrigue. After much reflection, it seemed as if her clever, spirited friend, with all her wisdom and irony, whispered: “All these young people are poor and greedy for money. They want gold and income to enjoy themselves; if you wish to influence them, appeal to their interests.” With this, Anne of Austria decided to follow her old friend's strategy.

Her purse was well supplied, and she had access to a good sum of money, gathered by Mazarin and stored securely. She owned the finest jewels in France, especially pearls so large that they caused the king to sigh whenever he saw them, for the crown jewels looked like millet seeds in comparison. Anne of Austria no longer had beauty or charm. Instead, she chose to flaunt her wealth, tempting others to visit her apartments by suggesting they might win gold crowns at games of chance or receive generous gifts when luck was with them. She even hinted at unexpected bonuses, like annuities she had coaxed from the king by persistent requests, all to maintain her position.

First, she tried these tactics on Madame, since winning her over was essential. Despite Madame’s self-assured wit and beauty, she walked right into the trap Anne had set for her.

With various gifts and transfers of property, Madame developed a taste for anticipating inheritances. Anne of Austria used similar methods with Monsieur and even with the king. She organized lotteries in her private rooms. On the day this chapter begins, invitations had gone out for a late supper in the queen-mother’s quarters, where she planned to include two beautiful diamond bracelets in a lottery. The medallions were antique cameos of great value; though the diamonds themselves might not have been worth a fortune, the uniqueness and rarity of the design made them highly desired. Everyone at court longed not only to possess the bracelets but to see the queen wear them. On the days she wore them, it was considered a privilege to admire them while kissing her hands. The courtiers, eager to flatter, even coined phrases to say the bracelets would have been priceless if not outshined by arms as lovely as the queen’s.

This compliment was translated into every European language, and many verses in Latin and French circulated about it. The day Anne of Austria chose for the lottery proved pivotal; the king had not visited his mother for a couple of days, and Madame, after the dramatic scene with the Dryads and Naiads, was sulking in solitude. Though the king’s anger had faded, his thoughts were occupied by something much greater than the trivial drama of court life.

To change the mood, Anne of Austria announced the much-anticipated lottery, to be held in her apartments the following evening. With this plan, she invited the young queen to visit her that morning. “I have some good news,” she said to her. “The king has been saying the kindest things about you.”

He is young, you know—easily distracted; but if you stay close to me, he won’t wander far. Besides, he is deeply and sincerely attached to you. I intend to hold a lottery tonight and expect you to be there.

“I’ve heard,” the young queen said, a hesitant reproach in her voice, “that your majesty plans to include those remarkable bracelets in the lottery—the ones so rare we really shouldn’t lose them from the crown, especially since they used to belong to you.”

“My daughter,” Anne of Austria replied, understanding the unspoken wish of the young queen and hoping to soften the disappointment of not being given the bracelets as a gift, “I have to try everything to get Madame to spend time in my apartments.”

“Madame!” the young queen burst out, her cheeks flushing. “Wouldn’t you rather have a rival nearby, where you can watch and influence her, than let the king keep company with her, ready to flirt? The lottery is my way of keeping him close; do you blame me?”

“Oh, no!” Maria Theresa exclaimed, clapping her hands in childlike
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# Chapter LXV: The Lottery

By eight o’clock that evening, the entire court had gathered in the queen-mother’s apartments. Anne of Austria, dressed in full regalia, still showed traces of her former beauty, enhanced by the skilled hands of her attendants. She either skillfully hid, or pretended to hide, signs of her suffering from the crowd around her, who continued to admire her for the reasons explained earlier. Next to her sat Madame, as much a coquette as Anne herself, and the queen, as sincere and unaffected as ever, all three competing for the queen-mother’s favor.

The ladies-in-waiting, gathered together like soldiers in formation, rallied against the witty and lively young men, helping each other to attack and defend, forming a united front. Montalais, skilled in this social warfare, protected the whole group with clever replies to the men’s teasing.

Meanwhile, Saint-Aignan, desperate over the coldness of Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente—which had grown almost insulting—tried to turn away from her, but was drawn back again by the brilliance of her eyes, only to be met with new acts of defiance. Saint-Aignan was bewildered, not knowing how to act.

La Vallière, meanwhile, was not exactly surrounded by a court, but by a cluster of courtiers. Saint-Aignan, hoping to catch Athenais’s eye, approached and greeted her with such respect that some believed he meant to balance out Athenais with Louise. But those who thought this hadn’t seen the earlier scene or heard people discussing it. Most already knew the truth, and her growing favor attracted both the shrewdest and the most foolish at court. The former, like Montaigne, asked “How do I know?” The latter, with Rabelais, replied “Perhaps.” The majority followed the latter group, just as most hunting dogs chase the scent of the others rather than the quarry itself.

The two queens and Madame examined the dresses of their ladies and maids of honor, temporarily setting aside their royal status to indulge their womanly habits. In other words, they openly criticized every woman present in a petticoat. Their attention soon landed on La Vallière, who, as mentioned, was currently surrounded. Madame, showing no pity, turned to the queen-mother and said, “If Fortune were fair, she’d favor poor La Vallière.”

“That’s impossible,” the queen-mother replied with a smile.

“Why so?”

“There are only two hundred tickets, so not everyone could be included.”

“And she’s not?” 

“No.”

“What a shame! She might have won the bracelets and then sold them.”

“Sold them!” the queen exclaimed. “Yes, that would have given her a dowry, so she wouldn’t have to marry without a *trousseau*, as seems likely.”

“Really,” the queen-mother said, “poor thing—does she have no dresses at all?” She spoke as someone who had never truly known a tight budget.

“See for yourself. Goodness, is she not wearing the same petticoat tonight that she wore this morning on the walk? Yet it’s still clean, thanks to the king keeping her sheltered from the rain.”

Just as Madame finished, the king entered. The queens might not have noticed, so engrossed were they in their comments, if Madame hadn’t seen La Vallière, who was facing the gallery, suddenly appear flustered. She exchanged a few words with her companions, who immediately drifted away. At this, Madame glanced toward the door, and just then, the captain of the guards announced the king. La Vallière, who had been watching the gallery, quickly looked down as the king entered, splendidly dressed, speaking with Monsieur on his right and the Duc de Roquelaure on his left.

The king approached the queens first, bowed gracefully, kissed his mother’s hand, and paid a compliment to Madame on her attire before making his rounds through the room. He greeted La Vallière with the same courtesy as the others—no more, no less—before returning to his mother and wife.

The courtiers, seeing the king offer only the standard greeting to the young woman who had drawn so much attention that morning, quickly built their own theories about his coolness. They decided that whatever sudden interest he might have felt, it had already vanished.

One detail stood out, however: near La Vallière stood M. Fouquet, whose respectful manner offered comfort to the nervous young girl. Just as Fouquet was about to converse more freely with her, M. Colbert arrived. After a respectful bow to Fouquet, he settled himself beside La Vallière, clearly hoping to speak with her. Fouquet stepped away. Montalais and Malicorne watched all this keenly, exchanging whispered comments.

De Guiche, standing at one of the windows, saw only Madame. But as Madame cast frequent glances at La Vallière, De Guiche’s gaze followed hers and fell on the young girl as well. La Vallière, feeling these scrutinizing looks—some interested, others envious—sank under the attention. She found no comfort, not a kind word from her companions or a friendly glance from the king. Her misery was deep and silent. The queen-mother then ordered a small table to be brought forward, with two hundred lottery tickets on it, and asked Madame de Motteville to read out the list of names.

Naturally, the list had been prepared completely in line with strict etiquette. The king’s name led, followed by the queen-mother, the queen, Monsieur, Madame, and so on. Eager hearts beat as the names were read; over three hundred people had come, each hoping to hear their name among the lucky. The king listened like the rest, and as the last name was read, he realized La Vallière had been left out. Everyone noticed. The king’s face grew red with irritation, but La Vallière, as gentle and calm as ever, showed no sign of upset.

During the reading, the king’s gaze stayed fixed on the young woman, who seemed to brighten in the affectionate atmosphere. She glowed with innocence, as if only love mattered in her thoughts. The king, seeing her pure heart, offered his silent approval.

When the names were finished, the disappointment of those left out—including Malicorne and Montalais—was written plainly on their faces. Malicorne’s look told Montalais, “Can’t we find a way to get Fortune to remember us?” Mademoiselle Aure smiled knowingly, “Of course we can.”

Tickets were handed out in order: the king first, then the queen-mother, Monsieur, the queen, Madame, and so on. Anne of Austria then produced a small Spanish leather bag containing two hundred mother-of-pearl balls, each with a number. She presented the bag to her youngest maid of honor, inviting her to draw one.

The eager crowd, caught between excitement and envy, waited as preparations dragged on. Saint-Aignan whispered to Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente, “Since we both have tickets, let’s join forces. If I win the bracelets, they’re yours; if you win, all I ask is a glance.”

“No,” Athenais replied, “if you win, keep them. Everyone for themselves.”

“You’re cruel,” Saint-Aignan joked. “I’ll have to punish you with a quatrain:—
‘Beautiful Iris, to my vows You are too opposed—’”

“Hush,” Athenais cut in. “You’ll make me miss the winning number.”

“Number one,” announced the maid, revealing the first mother-of-pearl.

“The king!” cried the queen-mother. “The king has won,” echoed the queen, delighted. “Ah!
The king—your dream!” Madame whispered, joyful, in Anne of Austria’s ear. Only the king looked unimpressed. He merely nodded to the maid who had drawn the winning number. Then, as he accepted the casket from Anne of Austria, the assembly looked on with anticipation.

“Are these bracelets really so beautiful?” the king asked.

“See for yourself,” Anne said.

The king examined them and remarked, “Yes, a remarkable medallion. Beautiful work!”

Queen Maria Theresa could tell at once the bracelets were not for her. When it was clear they would not go to Madame either, she felt almost satisfied.

The king took his seat, and his closest courtiers rushed at once to admire the craftsmanship. Soon, with the king’s permission, the bracelets began making their way around the room, and as they made the rounds, gasps of wonder followed. Everyone, expert or not, showered the king with congratulations. Whether dazzled by the stones or amazed by the setting, there was something for all to admire. The women present grew visibly impatient as the men claimed their turn.

“Gentlemen, gentlemen,” the king said, recognizing the mood, “one would think you wear bracelets like the old Sabines! Let the ladies have a turn—their judgment is better in these matters!”

This seemed the cue for Madame, who had been waiting for a decision, and now took her cue from the queen-mother’s glances. At that moment, a courtier quickly handed the bracelets to Queen Maria Theresa. Fully aware they weren’t meant for her, the poor woman barely looked at them before passing them to Madame. Madame, with Monsieur, admired the bracelets with tension and even envy. She handed them to the nearby ladies, saying, but with emphasis, “Magnificent!”

The ladies who received the bracelets examined them at their leisure before passing them rightward. Meanwhile, the king spoke quietly with De Guiche and Fouquet, more willing to listen than participate. As often happens with someone so much above others, he only registered the words needing his reply.

His mind, however, had drifted—as had his eyes. Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente, being last on the ticket list, was also last beside Montalais and La Vallière. When the bracelets reached these two, no one seemed to notice. The modest hands that touched them for a moment stripped their splendor away, but Montalais felt a surge of joy, envy, and longing. Had she to pick between cash or beauty, she would have chosen the diamonds without hesitation. She was reluctant to let La Vallière have them. La Vallière, by contrast, looked at them almost indifferently.

“Oh, how beautiful, how fantastic these bracelets are!” Montalais exclaimed. “And you’re not enchanted, Louise! You can’t be a real woman.”

“Oh, but I am,” Louise replied, a sweet sadness in her voice. “But why wish for what we never have a chance to own?”

The king, leaning forward, listened to Louise. As soon as he heard her words, he stood, delighted, and made his way to La Vallière.

“You’re mistaken, mademoiselle,” he said. “You are a woman, and every woman has a right to wear jewels—they’re a woman’s adornment.”

“Oh, sire!” La Vallière replied, “surely your majesty doesn’t really believe in my modesty?”

“I believe you have every virtue, especially honesty. Tell me honestly, what do you think of these bracelets?”

“They’re beautiful, sire, and should be offered only to a queen.”

“I’m pleased to hear you say so, mademoiselle. The bracelets are yours, and the king asks you to accept them.”

As La Vallière, her hand trembling with fear and excitement, reached out for the box, the king gently pushed her hand away. A silence fell over the room, as deep as death itself. At first, from where the queens sat, no one heard his words or understood his actions. But a kind friend soon spread the news; it was Tonnay-Charente, who received a signal from Madame to move closer.

“Goodness!” exclaimed Tonnay-Charente. “La Vallière is so lucky! The king has just given her the bracelets.”

Madame bit her lips so hard blood came. The young queen looked at La Vallière and Madame, then laughed openly. Anne of Austria rested her chin on her delicate white hand, lost in a troubling suspicion and a sharp, aching pain.

Sensing Madame’s sudden pallor and understanding the cause, De Guiche left the gathering and disappeared. This gave Malicorne a chance to quietly approach Montalais, and amid the general noise, he whispered:

“Aure, your fortune and our future are right beside you.”

“Yes,” she replied, hugging La Vallière sweetly—even as she felt the urge to strangle her.
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