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# About The D’Artagnan Romances

Spanning decades of French history and filled with swordplay, court intrigue, and steadfast camaraderie, the D’Artagnan Series—also known as the Musketeers Saga—by Alexandre Dumas has captured readers’ imaginations for generations. These six novels, beginning with The Three Musketeers and ending with The Man in the Iron Mask, follow young Gascon D’Artagnan on his journey from an ambitious youth aspiring to join the King’s Musketeers to a seasoned veteran navigating the complex world of the French court. Set in the 17th century—a time of royal power, shifting alliances, and fierce power struggles—the saga skillfully blends historical events with thrilling adventure.

At the heart of these tales lies the powerful bond between D’Artagnan and his inseparable friends—Athos, Porthos, and Aramis. Their motto, “All for one and one for all,” is more than just words; it guides them through deadly plots, personal rivalries, and ongoing threats against King and country. What begins in The Three Musketeers as a quest for honor and fame soon becomes a celebration of loyalty and friendship as these men age and face new challenges. Twenty Years After reunites them in the shadow of civil unrest, each more experienced and burdened by the complexities of adulthood.

The saga continues with The Vicomte de Bragelonne, Ten Years Later, and Louise de la Vallière, exploring not just the musketeers’ personal entanglements but also the changing fortunes of the French monarchy. Heroes grow older, ambitions shift, and the next generation faces its own roll of fate. Against a backdrop of court intrigue and family secrets, D’Artagnan’s steadfast spirit endures as he tries to balance duty, loyalty, and the call of his own heart.

Finally, the story reaches its moving conclusion in The Man in the Iron Mask, as long-held secrets threaten to shake the very foundations of the realm. As these beloved characters reach the twilight of their legendary careers, the final chapters echo with themes of honor, sacrifice, and the passage of time. Taken together, these six books comprise not just a tale of daring exploits, but a deeply human story exploring friendship, fidelity, and the continual pursuit of noble ideals.

## D’Artagnan Series: Titles and Publication Years

First published in serial form, the novels can be divided in various ways. The breakdown below follows the specific format used in this series.

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

# About the Books in the Series

## The Three Musketeers (1844)

The first novel in the D’Artagnan Series introduces the young D’Artagnan, an ambitious Gascon who travels to Paris hoping to join the King’s Musketeers. Almost at once, he becomes involved in duels, rivalries, and conspiracies orchestrated by the clever Cardinal Richelieu and his agents. Amid these intrigues, he befriends Athos, Porthos, and Aramis—three musketeers as renowned for their loyalty and bravery as for their swordsmanship.

Dumas’s lively prose takes readers on a whirlwind of cloak-and-dagger escapades, set amidst royal 17th-century France. Ultimately, the novel celebrates camaraderie and courage, making the motto “All for one and one for all” timeless. Themes of honor, friendship, and youthful ambition intertwine, establishing the epic journey that unfolds in the books that follow.

## Twenty Years After (1845)

Set two decades after *The Three Musketeers*, this sequel finds the four friends living very different lives. France is beset by civil strife, and Cardinal Mazarin now rules behind the scenes for the young King Louis XIV. As civil war threatens France, D’Artagnan is sent to reunite Athos, Porthos, and Aramis—though none of them are quite the same as before.

The novel explores the characters’ struggles and sacrifices, examining what happens when youthful ideals meet the challenges of time, politics, and personal entanglements. With its themes of loyalty and redemption, *Twenty Years After* proves how the bonds forged in youth can still endure, even as passions change.

## The Vicomte de Bragelonne (1847–1850)

Now older and more seasoned, D’Artagnan returns to serve the rising reign of Louis XIV. Often considered the first part of a longer narrative—including the two books that follow—this installment introduces Raoul de Bragelonne, the son of Athos, and follows the shifting political and romantic tides of the French court in the mid-17th century.

As the old musketeers face the challenge of passing on their legacy, new intrigues arise among the king, his ministers, and ambitious nobles. *The Vicomte de Bragelonne* captures the transition from one generation to the next, while keeping the swashbuckling spirit and camaraderie that made earlier novels so beloved.

## Ten Years Later (1847–1850)

Continuing from *The Vicomte de Bragelonne*, this volume follows the consequences of decisions made at court and further chronicles Raoul’s development as he approaches his own destiny. The power of Louis XIV grows, court intrigues deepen, and both new and familiar characters are swept up in the intricate dance of politics and passion.

Here, D’Artagnan finds himself torn between duty and loyalty to a monarch rising to his prime, and the shifting relationships among his old friends. Full of political schemes and romantic tension, *Ten Years Later* intensifies the central themes of honor, betrayal, and the heavy secrets concealed by courtly magnificence.

## Louise de la Vallière (1847–1850)

*Louise de la Vallière* focuses on the young woman who captures King Louis XIV’s heart, igniting a love affair that reverberates throughout the royal court. Amid the personal turmoil, Raoul de Bragelonne faces unrequited love and must confront challenges that make him question where his loyalty and future truly lie.

As characters wrestle with their conflicting desires, a charged atmosphere pervades the corridors of power. Dumas weaves high-stakes romance with the ongoing saga of political intrigue, reminding us that behind royal privilege lurk heartbreak and sacrifice.

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

The final novel exposes enduring mysteries that have hovered through the latter volumes, culminating in the figure of the man in the iron mask. D’Artagnan and the aging musketeers must face secrets that threaten to rock the throne and their cherished friendships.

In this emotional conclusion, Dumas reflects on identity, legacy, and loyalty as the comrades who once fought side by side near the end of their storied lives. *The Man in the Iron Mask* is a powerful close to the D’Artagnan saga, combining adventure with a meditation on time and duty.

# Author’s Preface

In this story, we intend to show that, despite their names ending in *os* and *is*, our heroes are not mythological figures. A short time ago, while doing research in the Royal Library for my History of Louis XIV, I discovered the Memoirs of M. d’Artagnan. These memoirs, like many works of that period—when authors could risk imprisonment in the Bastille for telling the truth—were printed in Amsterdam by Pierre Rouge. The title caught my eye, and with permission from the librarian, I brought them home and eagerly read their contents. I don’t intend to provide a full analysis here; instead, I’ll simply recommend their colorful pages to readers who enjoy vivid portrayals of the era.

Within those pages are portraits sketched by a master. Though these sketches might mostly decorate the doors of barracks and the walls of taverns, they capture the likenesses of Louis XIII, Anne of Austria, Richelieu, Mazarin, and the courtiers of the day with a faithfulness rivaling M. Anquetil’s history. Still, what delights the poetic mind does not always interest the wider public.

While we, like others, will surely appreciate the details we present, our focus is on something overlooked by previous writers. D’Artagnan reports that on his first visit to M. de Tréville, captain of the king’s Musketeers, he met three young men in the antechamber, all members of the respected corps he hoped to join. Their names: Athos, Porthos, and Aramis.

We must confess that these three unusual names fascinated us. We wondered if they were cover names under which D’Artagnan obscured notable identities, or perhaps false names chosen by men who, out of misfortune or whim, abandoned their old lives to become Musketeers. From that moment, we became restless, determined to hunt down even the faintest trace of these remarkable names in contemporary works to satisfy our curiosity.

The list of books we consulted during this search could fill a chapter—but while possibly instructive, it would likely not amuse our readers. So, suffice it to say that, just as we were about to give up in frustration, we came across an old manuscript, thanks to insights from our esteemed friend Paulin Paris. This folio, marked either 4772 or 4773 (we’re unsure which), bore the title, “Memoirs of the Comte de la Fère, Touching Some Events Which Passed in France Toward the End of the Reign of King Louis XIII and the Commencement of the Reign of King Louis XIV.”

Imagine our joy as, leafing through what was our last hope, we discovered: on the twentieth page, the name Athos; on the twenty-seventh, Porthos; and on the thirty-first, Aramis. In an era of such advanced historical scholarship, the appearance of an unknown manuscript felt nothing short of miraculous.

We hurried to obtain permission to print it, hoping that, if we failed to win entry for our group to the Académie Française, we might perhaps stand with others at the doors of the Académie des Inscriptions et Belles Lettres. We are happy to say permission was graciously granted, and so we must deny those who claim our government is only moderately tolerant toward men of letters.

Here, then, is the first part of this valuable manuscript, restored to its proper title. We promise to publish the second part right away, if—as we fully expect—this first meets with the success it deserves. For now, since a godfather is like a second father, we ask readers to credit any pleasure or *ennui* to us, not to the Comte de la Fère. Now, let us begin the tale.

# Chapter I: The Three Presents of D’Artagnan the Elder

On the first Monday of April 1625, the market town of Meung—birthplace of the author of *Romance of the Rose*—seemed to be in an uproar, as if the Huguenots had just turned it into a second La Rochelle. Many townsfolk, seeing women running toward the High Street and leaving their children crying at open doors, quickly fastened on their cuirasses. Steeling themselves with muskets or partisans, they rushed to the Jolly Miller inn, where a crowd was fast gathering, buzzing with curiosity and excitement.

In those days, panics were frequent, and seldom did a week pass without some town recording such an event in its archives. Nobles fought each other, the king was at odds with the cardinal, and Spain was at war with the king. Besides these open and covert conflicts, there were robbers, vagabonds, Huguenots, wolves, and criminals who preyed on everyone. Citizens eagerly took up arms against thieves, wolves, or rogues; often they rallied against nobles or Huguenots, and sometimes even against the king, but never dared oppose the cardinal or Spain.

That Monday in April 1625, following the noise and observing the lack of the red-and-yellow standard or the colors of the Duc de Richelieu, the townsfolk hurried toward the Jolly Miller inn. On arrival, the cause of the uproar soon became clear.

A young man stood at the center of attention—let us quickly sketch his portrait. Picture a youthful Don Quixote, but without armor or the ritual garb; he wore a woolen doublet, its blue now faded to something between wine lees and sky blue. His face was long and sunburned, his cheekbones pronounced in a way that suggested shrewdness. The strong muscles of his jaws marked him as a Gascon—an identification confirmed by his cap, which sported a feather. His eyes were bright and intelligent, and his nose, though hooked, was finely shaped.

He hovered in that awkward age between boyhood and manhood; an expert might have mistaken him for a farmer’s son on his travels, except for the long sword, slung from a leather baldric, banging against his calves as he walked and knocking against his horse’s flank as he rode. His steed, indeed, drew all eyes.

It was a Béarn pony, twelve to fourteen years old, yellow-coated, with an utterly bald tail. The animal’s legs were swollen with windgalls, and his walk kept his head lower than his knees, making a martingale pointless. Yet he could still cover eight leagues a day. Unfortunately, these hidden strengths were overshadowed by his odd, awkward looks. In an era when everyone prided themselves on their knowledge of horses, the sight of this pony passing through Meung—having arrived through the Beaugency gate just a quarter of an hour before—created a bad impression that extended to his rider.

Young D’Artagnan, the Don Quixote of this second Rosinante, felt these judgments sharply, however skilled a horseman he might be. He could not ignore how ridiculous his mount appeared. He had heaved a sigh when, three months earlier, M. d’Artagnan the elder had given him the pony. He knew it was worth at least twenty livres, but valued even more the words that came with it.

“My son,” said the old Gascon gentleman, speaking in the pure Béarn *patois* which even Henry IV. never lost, “this horse was born here in your father’s house thirteen years ago and has lived here ever since. That alone should make you love it. Never sell it; let it live out its days peacefully and honorably. If you take it into battle, care for it as you would an old servant. At court—if you ever have the honor of being received there,” continued M. d’Artagnan the elder, “an honor your noble birth entitles you to—bear yourself as a true gentleman. Your ancestors have borne this name with honor for five hundred years; you must uphold it for them, for yourself, for our house, and for your friends.

Endure nothing from anyone except for Monsieur the Cardinal and the king. It’s only by his courage that a gentleman wins his way these days. Hesitate but a moment, and you may lose the chance fortune puts in your path! You are young; you should be bold for two reasons—because you are a Gascon, and because you are my son. Do not avoid quarrels; instead, look for adventures.

I have taught you to handle a sword; you are strong and your wrist is of steel. Fight whenever you can. In these days, when duels are forbidden, there is even more merit in standing your ground. I have little to offer you—fifteen crowns, my horse, and the counsel I have now given. Your mother will add a recipe for a special balsam she learned from a Bohemian, famous for healing wounds that do not reach the heart. Use all this wisely, and may you live happily and long!

One more thing. I’ll give you not my own example, for I never saw court and fought only as a volunteer in the religious wars, but that of Monsieur de Tréville, once my neighbor and, as a child, companion in play to our king, Louis XIII. May God watch over him! Sometimes their games turned to battles; the king was not always the winner, and those blows earned Monsieur de Tréville even more of his esteem and friendship.

Later, Monsieur de Tréville took part valiantly: on his first visit to Paris, he fought five duels; from the death of the late king to the king’s coming of age, he fought seven more, not counting wars and sieges; and since then—perhaps a hundred times! In defiance of ordinances and decrees, he is captain of the Musketeers, a body of men the king cherishes and the cardinal, who fears nothing, still fears. Monsieur de Tréville has an income of ten thousand crowns—he’s a proper nobleman.

He started as you do. Give this letter to him. Let him guide you so you may follow his example.”

With these words, M. d’Artagnan the elder fastened his sword to his son’s side, kissed him gently on both cheeks, and blessed him. As the young man left his father’s room, he met his mother, waiting with the cherished recipe—one she surely feared would soon be needed, considering her husband’s advice. Their farewells were longer and more emotional than those with his father—not that M. d’Artagnan didn’t care for his only child, but rather…

D’Artagnan was a man, and believed it beneath his dignity to give way to his feelings. Madame d’Artagnan, however, was a woman—more so, a mother. She wept openly, and, to his great credit, M. d’Artagnan the younger—despite his efforts to be stoic as befitted a future Musketeer—could not help but shed many tears, hiding only half with difficulty.

That same day, the young man departed, armed with three gifts from his father: fifteen crowns, a horse, and a letter to M. de Tréville, as well as all his father’s wise advice.

With such a *vade mecum*, D’Artagnan was both physically and morally the image of Cervantes’s hero—our original comparison, made when duty required us to sketch his portrait. Like Don Quixote, who mistook windmills for giants and sheep for armies, D’Artagnan saw every smile as an insult, every glance as a challenge. So, from Tarbes to Meung, his hand was ever on his sword. But, although he was always ready, neither his fist nor his blade was ever used along the way.

Not that people didn’t laugh at the sight of his sorry pony; they did, but the long sword at its side, and D’Artagnan’s fierce look, made them smile quietly. When laughter came, it was often stiff and one-sided, as though they wore ancient masks. Thus, D’Artagnan kept his proud, sensitive bearing all the way to the unlucky town of Meung.

As he dismounted at the Jolly Miller’s gate, he saw no one—not a host, servant, or stable-boy—came to hold his stirrup or take his horse. Through the ground-floor window, he spotted a large, sturdily built man of distinguished—though rather severe—appearance, talking to two listeners who gave him every mark of respect. Naturally, D’Artagnan assumed, as was his way, that he must be the topic of conversation, and leaned in to listen.

This time, D’Artagnan was only half-wrong; it was his horse—and not himself—under discussion. The stranger, with much animation, was listing all the beast’s supposed qualities to the two respectful listeners, who often burst out laughing. Even a half-smile might offend D’Artagnan, so it’s easy to guess what boisterous laughter did to him. Nevertheless, he was determined to get a good look at the brazen mocker. He stared the man down—a man of forty to forty-five, sharp black eyes, pale skin, a prominent nose, a carefully groomed black mustache. He wore a violet doublet and hose, adorned only with the usual slashes showing glimpses of his shirt.

Though new, D’Artagnan’s doublet and





Chapter III: The Audience

M. de Tréville was in a rather foul mood at the moment, yet he greeted the young man with a polite nod. D’Artagnan responded with a deep bow, nearly touching the ground. The Béarnese accent in his reply brought a smile to Tréville’s face, evoking memories of his youth and homeland—a nostalgic reminder that can warm a man’s heart at any age.

Stepping toward the antechamber, he gestured to D’Artagnan, as if asking permission to finish with others before turning his attention to him. He called out three times, raising his voice with each repetition, shifting from an authoritative tone to one tinged with irritation. “Athos! Porthos! Aramis!”

The two Musketeers we’ve already met, responding to the last name, immediately left their group and approached the cabinet. The door swung shut behind them as soon as they entered. Their demeanor, though not entirely at ease, displayed a casual grace that struck D’Artagnan with admiration. He saw in these two men the essence of demigods, while their leader appeared to him as an Olympian Jupiter, wielding all his thunderbolts.

When the two Musketeers entered and the door closed behind them, the buzzing murmur of the antechamber resumed, likely stirred by the recent summons. M. de Tréville paced in silence, brow furrowed, crossing the length of his office several times, each pass bringing him before Porthos and Aramis, who stood as rigid and silent as soldiers on parade. Suddenly, he halted directly in front of them, his gaze sweeping over them with fierce intensity.

“Do you know what the king said to me?” he exclaimed, his voice sharp. “And this was just yesterday evening—do you know, gentlemen?” After a brief pause, the two Musketeers replied, “No, sir, we do not.” “But I trust you will honor us by sharing,” Aramis added, his tone as polite as ever, accompanied by a graceful bow.

“He told me he would henceforth recruit his Musketeers from among the Guards of Monsieur the Cardinal.” “The Guards of the Cardinal! And why is that?” Porthos asked, his voice rising with indignation. “Because he clearly sees that his piquette needs to be invigorated with a blend of good wine.”

The two Musketeers flushed with anger, their faces turning crimson. D’Artagnan found himself utterly disoriented, wishing he could vanish a hundred feet underground.

“Yes, yes,” M. de Tréville continued, growing more animated with each word, “and the king was right; upon my honor, it’s true that the Musketeers present a pitiful sight at court. Just yesterday, while playing cards with the king, the cardinal, with a tone of feigned sympathy that irked me, recounted how, only the day before, those damned Musketeers—those daredevils—he emphasized those words with irony that only made my annoyance worse—those braggarts, he added, casting me a predatory look, had caused a ruckus in a cabaret on Rue Férou. He even told the king a party of his Guards had to intervene and arrest the troublemakers! Morbleu! You must know something about this. Arrest Musketeers!”

You were one of them—you were! Don’t deny it; you were recognized, and the cardinal named you. But it’s all my fault; yes, it’s all my fault, because I’m the one who chooses my men. You, Aramis, why on earth did you ask me for a uniform when you would have looked so much better in a cassock? And you, Porthos, do you really wear that splendid golden baldric just to hang a straw sword from it? And Athos—I don’t see Athos anywhere.

“Where is he?” “He’s ill—” “Very ill, you say? And what’s the nature of his illness?” “It’s feared it may be smallpox, sir,” Porthos replied, eager to contribute to the conversation. “What’s serious is that it could certainly ruin his face.” “Smallpox! What a tale to tell, Porthos! Sick with smallpox at his age? No, no; he must be wounded, perhaps even killed. Ah, if only I knew!”

“By my blood! Gentlemen Musketeers, I will not tolerate this haunting of dark places, this brawling in the streets, this swordplay at the crossroads. Above all, I will not allow you to give the cardinal’s Guards—brave, composed, and skilled men who never find themselves in a position to be arrested, and who certainly never allow themselves to be captured—a reason to mock you! I assure you, they would rather die on the spot than be taken prisoner or retreat even a single step. To save yourselves, to scurry away, to flee—that is the way of the king’s Musketeers!”

Porthos and Aramis seethed with indignation. They could have gladly throttled M. de Tréville, if not for the deep affection they sensed beneath his words, which compelled him to speak in such a manner.

They stamped their feet on the carpet, biting their lips until blood showed, gripping the hilts of their swords with all their strength. Outside, as we mentioned, Athos, Porthos, and Aramis had been called, and from M. de Tréville’s tone, everyone could sense that he was furious about something. Ten curious heads pressed against the tapestry, their faces paling with anger; their ears, pressed to the door, caught every syllable of his words, while their mouths echoed the captain’s insults directed at everyone in the antechamber. In an instant, from the cabinet door to the street gate, the entire hôtel was in an uproar.

“Ah! The king’s Musketeers have been arrested by the cardinal’s Guards, have they?” M. de Tréville continued, his heart seething with fury just like his soldiers. He emphasized every word, driving them home like dagger blows into the chests of his listeners. “What? Six of his Eminence’s Guards daring to arrest six of his Majesty’s Musketeers? Morbleu! My mind is made up! I will go straight to the Louvre and resign my position as captain of the king’s Musketeers to accept a lieutenancy in the cardinal’s Guards. And if he refuses me, morbleu! I’ll become an abbé.”

At his words, the murmur outside erupted into chaos; all that could be heard were oaths and curses. The morbleus, the sang Dieus, the morts tous les diables swirled through the air. D’Artagnan looked for a tapestry to hide behind, feeling an overwhelming urge to crawl under the table.

“Well, my Captain,” Porthos exclaimed, clearly agitated, “the truth is we were six against six. But we weren’t captured by fair means. Before we even had a chance to draw our swords, two of our men were dead, and Athos, gravely wounded, was barely holding on. You know Athos. Well, Captain, he tried to get up twice, but each time he fell back down.”

And we did not surrender—no! They dragged us away by force, but along the way, we managed to escape. As for Athos, they believed him to be dead and left him lying quietly on the battlefield, not considering him worth the trouble of carrying away. That’s the whole story. What can I say, Captain? One cannot win every battle!

The great Pompey suffered defeat at Pharsalia, and Francis the First, whom I’ve heard described as an admirable man, also faced loss at the Battle of Pavia.”

“I have the honor to inform you that I killed one of them with his own sword,” Aramis replied, “for mine broke during the first parry. I either killed him or, as you might prefer, I stabbed him, sir.” “I wasn’t aware of that,” M. de Tréville said, his tone softening slightly. “It seems the cardinal may have exaggerated.”

“But please, sir,” Aramis pressed on, emboldened by his captain’s change in demeanor, “don’t let it be known that Athos is wounded. He would be utterly despondent if the king were to hear of it. The injury is quite serious, as it crosses the shoulder and penetrates into the chest, and we must fear—”

At that moment, the tapestry was lifted, revealing a noble and handsome face, though frightfully pale. “Athos!” cried the two Musketeers in unison.

“Athos!” M. de Tréville called again. “You sent for me, sir,” Athos replied in a voice that was both weak and perfectly composed. “My comrades informed me of your summons, and I have come to receive your orders. I am here; what do you wish to discuss?”

With those words, the Musketeer, impeccably dressed and belted as always, entered the room with a steady stride. M. de Tréville awaited him.

De Tréville, deeply moved by this show of courage, rushed toward him. “I was just telling these gentlemen,” he continued, “that I forbid my Musketeers from risking their lives unnecessarily; brave men are invaluable to the king, who knows his Musketeers are the bravest in the world. Your hand, Athos!”

Without waiting for the newcomer to respond to this sign of affection, M. de Tréville grasped his right hand and squeezed it with all his strength. He didn’t notice that, despite Athos’s self-control, a faint murmur of pain escaped him, and if anything, he seemed to grow even paler. The door remained open, such was the excitement following Athos’s arrival. Though his wound was kept secret, it was known to all. A wave of satisfaction greeted the captain’s words, and a few heads, caught up in the moment’s enthusiasm, peeked through the openings in the tapestry.

M. de Tréville was about to scold the breach of etiquette when he felt Athos’s hand, which had mustered all its strength to withstand the pain, suddenly collapse to the floor as though he were lifeless. “A surgeon!” M. de Tréville shouted. “Mine! The king’s! The best!” “A surgeon! Good heavens, my brave Athos will die!”

At M. de Tréville’s urgent shouts, the entire assembly rushed into the room, not even thinking to close the door behind them, and they crowded around the wounded man. However, their eager attention might have been in vain if the doctor they desperately called for hadn’t happened to be in the hôtel. He pushed through the crowd, approached Athos, who lay still unconscious, and, finding the noise and commotion quite inconvenient, insisted that the Musketeer be moved to an adjoining chamber as the first and most pressing priority. Immediately, M. de Tréville opened the door and gestured for Porthos and Aramis to proceed, cradling their injured comrade in their arms. Following closely behind them was the surgeon, and as he entered, the door swung shut behind him.

In an instant, the usually revered cabinet of M. de Tréville transformed into an extension of the antechamber. Voices erupted—everyone spoke at once, shouting and cursing, hurling oaths against the cardinal and his Guards, consigning them to the depths of hell. Moments later, Porthos and Aramis returned, accompanied by the surgeon and M. de Tréville. de Tréville was left alone with the wounded man. Eventually, M. de Tréville himself returned.

The injured man had regained consciousness. The surgeon assured them that the Musketeer’s condition was not a cause for concern; his weakness was solely due to blood loss. Then M. de Tréville gestured for everyone to leave, and all complied except for D’Artagnan, who, with the stubbornness typical of a Gascon, remained in his seat.

Once the others had exited and the door was firmly shut, M. de Tréville turned to find himself alone with the young man. The recent events had somewhat disrupted his train of thought, so he asked what his determined visitor wanted. D’Artagnan promptly repeated his name, and in that moment, M. de Tréville regained his focus, recalling both the present and the past.

de Tréville understood the young man’s amusement. “Forgive me,” he said with a smile, “I completely overlooked your presence, my dear compatriot. But what can be done? A captain is like the head of a family, bearing an even greater burden than that of a typical father. Soldiers are like big children, after all. Yet, I firmly believe that the orders of the king—and especially those of the cardinal—must be carried out without question.”

D’Artagnan couldn’t help but smile at this. With that smile, M. de Tréville recognized that he was not dealing with a fool, and shifting the conversation, he got straight to the point. “I held your father in high regard,” he said. “What can I do for you, his son? Speak quickly; my time is limited.”

“Monsieur,” D’Artagnan replied, “when I left Tarbes and made my way here, I intended to ask you, in remembrance of the friendship you shared with my father, for the uniform of a Musketeer. However, after all I have witnessed in the past two hours, I realize that such a request is quite audacious, and I fear I may not deserve it.”

“It is indeed a significant favor, young man,” M. de Tréville responded, “but it may not be as out of reach as you think—or as you seem to think. However, the king’s approval is essential, and I regret to inform you that no one becomes a Musketeer without first enduring several campaigns, performing notable deeds, or serving two years in a less esteemed regiment than ours.”

D’Artagnan bowed in silence, feeling his desire to wear the Musketeer’s uniform intensify in light of the considerable challenges that lay ahead.

“But,” M. de Tréville continued, fixing a piercing gaze on his compatriot as if trying to read his very thoughts, “because of my old friend, your father, as I mentioned, I will do something for you, young man. Our recruits from Béarn are not typically very wealthy, and I have no reason to believe that has changed much since I left the province. I assume you didn’t bring a substantial amount of money with you?”

D’Artagnan straightened, his proud demeanor clearly conveying, “I ask for charity from no one.” “Oh, that’s all well and good, young man,” M. de Tréville replied, “but I recognize that attitude. I came to Paris with just four crowns in my purse, and I would have fought anyone who dared suggest I wasn’t capable of purchasing the Louvre.”

D’Artagnan’s posture grew even more imposing. Thanks to the sale of his horse, he began his career with four more crowns than M. de Tréville had at the start of his. “You should, I say, make the most of what you have, no matter how substantial the amount may be. But you must also strive to refine your skills in pursuits befitting a gentleman. I will write a letter today to the Director of the Royal Academy, and tomorrow, he will admit you without any cost to you. Please don’t decline this small favor. Even our most privileged and wealthy gentlemen sometimes request it without success.”

“You will learn horsemanship, swordsmanship in all its forms, and dancing. You’ll make some valuable acquaintances, and from time to time, you can come to me to share how you’re progressing and to let me know if I can help you further.”

Though D’Artagnan was a stranger to the ways of the court, he couldn’t help but sense a hint of coldness in this reception. “Alas, sir,” he said, “I can’t help but feel the absence of the letter of introduction my father entrusted to me for you.” “I must admit, I’m surprised,” replied M. de Tréville, “that you would embark on such a long journey without that essential passport, the only resource we poor Béarnese have.” “I did have one, sir, and thank God, it was just as I hoped,” D’Artagnan exclaimed. “But it was treacherously stolen from me.”

He then recounted the incident in Meung, describing the unknown gentleman in vivid detail, his warmth and sincerity captivating M. de Tréville. “This is all quite strange,” said M. de Tréville.

de Tréville paused for a moment, deep in thought. “You mentioned my name aloud, then?” “Yes, sir, I did commit that indiscretion. But why would I do otherwise? A name like yours serves as a shield for me on my journey. Surely, I would want to place myself under its protection.”

At that time, flattery was a common currency, and M. de Tréville relished it as much as a king or even a cardinal would. A smile of satisfaction crept across his face, but it quickly faded as he returned to the matter of Meung.

“Tell me,” he pressed, “did this gentleman have a slight scar on his cheek?” “Yes, one that looked like it could have been made by a grazing bullet.” “Was he not an impressive-looking man?” “Yes.” “Of tall stature?” “Yes.” “Of pale complexion and brown hair?” “Yes, yes, that’s him! How do you know this man? If I ever find him again—and I will find him, I swear, even if it leads me to hell!” “He was waiting for a woman,” Tréville continued. “He left immediately after speaking with the woman he was waiting for.” “You don’t know what they talked about?” “He gave her a box and told her not to open it until she was in London.” “Was she English?” “He referred to her as Milady.” “It’s him; it must be him!” Tréville murmured. “I thought he was still in Brussels.” “Oh, sir, if you know who this man is,” D’Artagnan exclaimed, “please tell me. I’ll release you from all your promises—even the one about helping me join the Musketeers. Above all, I want revenge.” “Be careful, young man!” Tréville warned. “If you see him coming down one side of the street, cross to the other. Don’t throw yourself against such a formidable opponent; he would shatter you like glass.” “That won’t stop me,” D’Artagnan replied, “if I ever find him.” “In the meantime,” Tréville said, “do not seek him out—if I may offer you some advice.”

Suddenly, the captain halted, struck by a troubling thought. This intense hatred the young traveler displayed for a man who—quite improbably—had stolen his father’s letter, could there be some hidden treachery behind this animosity? Could this young man be sent by his Eminence? Might he have come to set a trap for him? This pretender, D’Artagnan—was he not an emissary of the cardinal, sent to infiltrate Tréville’s household, gain his trust, and ultimately betray him as had been done countless times before? He fixed his gaze on D’Artagnan with even greater intensity. Yet, he felt a measure of reassurance from the young man’s face, which radiated a blend of keen intelligence and feigned humility. “I know he’s a Gascon,” he mused, “but he could just as easily be working for the cardinal as for me.”

“Let us give him a chance.”

“My friend,” he said slowly, “as the son of an old acquaintance, I want to share something with you. I believe this story about the lost letter is entirely true. To make up for the coolness you may have sensed in my initial reception, I wish to reveal some secrets of our policy. The king and the cardinal are the best of friends; their apparent disagreements are only for show to mislead the gullible. I cannot allow a compatriot—a handsome cavalier, a brave youth, perfectly capable of making his way in the world—to fall victim to these deceptions, as so many others have been ruined by them.

Rest assured, my loyalty lies with both of these powerful figures, and my sincere efforts are directed solely toward serving the king and the cardinal—one of the most brilliant minds France has ever known. Now, young man, adjust your behavior accordingly. If you harbor any enmity, whether from family, acquaintances, or even your own instincts, against the cardinal, I suggest you bid me farewell and we part ways. I am willing to assist you in many ways, but I will not bind you to my side.”

“I hope my honesty will earn your friendship, for you are the first young man I have spoken to so openly.”

Tréville thought to himself, “If the cardinal has sent this young fox to me, he certainly would have instructed him—knowing how much I despise him—that the best way to win my favor is to criticize his Eminence. So, despite my reservations, if my suspicions are correct, this clever young man will likely assure me that he holds the cardinal in contempt.”

However, D’Artagnan’s response was quite different. With utmost sincerity, he said, “I came to Paris with precisely that intention. My father advised me to bow only to the king, the cardinal, and you—whom he regarded as the three most important figures in France.”

D’Artagnan included M. de Tréville among the others, believing it would be a wise addition. “I hold the cardinal in the highest esteem,” he continued, “and I have profound respect for his actions.”

“All the better for me, sir, if you speak to me with such frankness—then you will honor me by acknowledging the similarity of our views. However, if you have harbored any doubts, as is only natural, I fear I may be jeopardizing myself by speaking the truth. Still, I hope you will not think less of me for it; that is my primary concern.”

M. de Tréville was taken aback. Such insight and candor were admirable, yet they did little to quell his suspicions. The more exceptional this young man appeared, the more he could be feared if he intended to deceive. Nevertheless, he grasped D’Artagnan’s hand firmly and said, “You are an honest young man; however, at this moment, I can only offer you what I just mentioned.”

“My hotel will always be open to you. From now on, you can ask for me at any hour, allowing you to seize every opportunity. You will likely get what you desire.”

“That is to say,” D’Artagnan replied, “you will wait until I prove myself worthy of it. Well, rest assured,” he added with the boldness of a Gascon, “you won’t have to wait long.” He bowed, ready to take his leave, as if he held the future in his hands.

“But wait a moment,” M. de Tréville said, stopping him. “I promised you a letter for the director of the Academy.” “Are you too proud to accept it, young gentleman?” “No, sir,” D’Artagnan replied. “I will guard it so carefully that I swear it will reach its destination, and woe betide




Chapter V: The King’s Musketeers And The Cardinal’s Guards

D’Artagnan knew no one in Paris. So, he arrived at his appointment with Athos alone, prepared to accept whoever his opponent chose as second. He planned to offer the valiant Musketeer sincere apologies, but in a way that showed neither weakness nor timidity. He dreaded the outcome of this duel, as often happens when a young, vigorous man faces an adversary who is both wounded and weakened—if he lost, it only increased his opponent’s triumph; if he won, he might be accused of dishonorable conduct or cowardice.

Now, either we have misrepresented our adventurous youth, or our readers have already guessed that D’Artagnan was not an ordinary person. So, while he kept telling himself his death was certain, he rejected any resignation to fate, as someone less brave or determined might have done in his place.

He thought about the different temperaments of the men he was about to face and started to see his situation more clearly. He hoped that by making an appropriate apology, he could appease Athos, whose reserved demeanor and severe appearance intrigued him. He imagined he might intimidate Porthos with the story about the baldric, which, should he survive the encounter, he could exaggerate at Porthos’s expense among others. As for the subtle Aramis, D’Artagnan felt little anxiety; and if necessary, he planned to deal with him rather bluntly—or at least to strike him in the face, just as Caesar told his soldiers to do to Pompey’s men and thereby ruin the beauty Aramis prized so highly.

Moreover, D’Artagnan was fortified by the steadfast resolve his father had instilled: “Accept nothing from anyone except the king, the cardinal, and Monsieur de Tréville.” With that determination, he hurried—nearly ran—toward the convent of the Carmes Déchaussés, or Deschaux, as it was known then. This building, windowless and set on barren ground, was next to the Pré-aux-Clercs and typically used for duels by those pressed for time.

When D’Artagnan finally reached the deserted ground at the foot of the monastery, he found Athos had already been waiting about five minutes, and it was striking noon.

He was, in truth, as punctual as the Samaritan woman, and even the most exacting expert in dueling etiquette would not have found fault. Athos, still suffering severely from his wound—though it had just been redressed by M. de Tréville’s surgeon—sat on a fence post, hat in hand, the feather nearly brushing the earth.

“Monsieur,” Athos said, “I have engaged two friends as my seconds, but they are late, which is surprising, since that’s not at all their habit.”

“I have no seconds,” D’Artagnan replied. “I just arrived in Paris yesterday, and I know no one here except Monsieur de Tréville, to whom my father introduced me. He is, in some way, my friend.”

Athos considered this. “You know no one but Monsieur de Tréville?” he asked.

“Yes, monsieur, only him.”

“Well then,” Athos mused, mostly to himself, “if I killed you, I’d seem like a murderer of boys.”

“Not so much so,” D’Artagnan answered, bowing with self-assurance. “After all, you honor me by drawing your sword on me while you’re nursing a rather troublesome wound.”

“Very bothersome, indeed; and you hurt me terribly, I must admit.”

“But I will fight with my left hand—that’s my habit in such cases. Don’t see it as a favor; I’m equally skilled with either hand. In fact, it might even be harder for you—a left-handed man can be awkward for unsuspecting opponents. I’m sorry I didn’t mention that sooner.”

“You are generous, monsieur,” D’Artagnan replied, bowing again. “I truly appreciate it.”

“You flatter me,” Athos said, maintaining his gentlemanly air. “Let’s change the subject, if you don’t mind. Ah, curse it, you’ve hurt me! My shoulder’s on fire.”

“If you would allow me—” D’Artagnan began, hesitantly.

“What is it, monsieur?”

“I have a remarkable balm for wounds—a remedy given to me by my mother, which I’ve used myself.”

“Well?”

“Well, I’m certain that in fewer than three days, this balm would heal you. And, at the end of those three days—when you’re well again—sir, I’d still feel honored to serve you.”

D’Artagnan spoke with sincerity common to his respectful, yet fearless, spirit. “Pardieu, monsieur!” Athos replied, “that’s a proposal I’d almost accept; not that I can, but it certainly reveals your character. That’s how the gallant knights of Charlemagne’s day would have spoken and acted; all gentlemen should take them as their example. Sadly, we do not live in the age of that great king but in the age of the cardinal. And in three days, no matter how we try to keep it quiet, news would reach someone, and our duel would be prevented. I’m afraid my friends will never show up.”

“If you’re pressed for time, monsieur,” D’Artagnan said, just as straightforwardly as before, “and would rather put an end to me now, please don’t let me delay you.”

“That’s another remark I like,” Athos said, nodding graciously at D’Artagnan. “Those words didn’t come from a man without spirit.”

“Sir, I have a liking for men like you, and I daresay if we’re not forced to injure each other, I’ll greatly enjoy your company in future. Still, let’s wait for these gentlemen, shall we? We have time, and it’s more proper. Ah, here comes one of them, I believe.”

Just then, at the end of Rue Vaugirard, the tall figure of Porthos appeared. “What!” exclaimed D’Artagnan, “Your first second is Monsieur Porthos?”

“Yes, does that trouble you?”

“Not at all.”

“And here comes the second.”

D’Artagnan looked where Athos pointed and recognized Aramis. “What!” he cried, increasingly surprised, “Your second is Monsieur Aramis?”

“Of course! Didn’t you know we are hardly ever parted? We are known among the Musketeers and Guards, at court and in the city, as Athos, Porthos, and Aramis—or the Three Inseparables.”

“And yet, since you come from Dax or Pau—”

“From Tarbes,” D’Artagnan put in. “That little detail might have escaped you,” Athos replied. “By heavens!” D’Artagnan exclaimed, “You are well named, gentlemen; and if my adventure stirs up any rumors, at least it will show that your friendship is seamless.”

Meanwhile, Porthos had come up, waved to Athos, then stared at D’Artagnan in utter astonishment. Notably, he’d changed his baldric and left off his cloak. “Ah, ah!” he cried, “What’s this?”

“This is the gentleman I’m about to duel,” Athos said, nodding to D’Artagnan. “What luck! I am also to fight him,” replied Porthos.

“But not before one o’clock,” said D’Artagnan.

“And I also am to duel this gentleman,” Aramis added as he arrived.

“But not until two,” D’Artagnan explained, keeping his composure.

“And why are you fighting, Athos?” Aramis asked.

“To tell the truth, I’m not entirely sure,” Athos admitted. “He hurt my shoulder. And you, Porthos?”

“By my faith! I’m dueling—because I want to,” Porthos answered, blushing faintly. Athos, watching closely, noticed a sly smile cross the young Gascon’s lips as he added, “We had a short argument about attire.”

“And you, Aramis?” Athos asked.

“Oh, ours is a theological quarrel,” Aramis said, signaling D’Artagnan not to reveal the true cause. Athos noticed a second smile from D’Artagnan.

“Indeed?” asked Athos. “Yes, a passage from St. Augustine we couldn’t agree on,” the Gascon said. “A clever fellow, certainly,” Athos thought to himself.

“And now that you’re all gathered, gentlemen,” D’Artagnan continued, “allow me to offer my apologies.”

At the word apologies, Athos’s brow contracted, Porthos’s lips curled in a proud smile, and Aramis shook his head. “You misunderstand me, gentlemen,” D’Artagnan said, lifting his chin, the bold features of his face gleaming in the sun.

“I just meant to beg your pardon should I be unable to pay my debt to all three of you; for Monsieur Athos, as he’s to fight first, may kill me and spoil the value of your argument, Monsieur Porthos, and ruin yours, Monsieur Aramis. So, I repeat, excuse me for that reason only—and now, on guard!”

With a flourish, D’Artagnan drew his sword. The blood rushed to his head, and in that instant, he would have faced any Musketeer in France as willingly as he now faced the three inseparables. It was a quarter past twelve and the sunlight bore down on the exposed ground where they stood ready to fight.

“It is hot,” Athos observed, drawing his own sword. “But I can’t take off my doublet; I feel my wound bleeding again, and I wouldn’t want to trouble you with blood that isn’t yours.”

“True, Monsieur,” D’Artagnan answered. “Whether my hand sheds your blood or not, I will always regret the blood of such a gallant man.”

“Then I will fight with my doublet on, the same as you.”

“Enough of the compliments!” cried Porthos. “Save your speeches for our turns.”

“Speak for yourself, if you must make such silly remarks,” Aramis interrupted. “For my part, I find their words just and the actions worthy of two gentlemen.”

“Whenever you are ready, monsieur,” Athos said, taking his place.

“I was waiting for your signal,” replied D’Artagnan, crossing swords with him. But even as their blades clashed, a company of His Eminence’s Guards, led by M. de Jussac, appeared at the convent corner.

“The Cardinal’s Guards!” Aramis and Porthos exclaimed together. “Sheathe your swords, gentlemen, quickly!”

But it was too late. The two adversaries were already engaged, and their positions left no doubt about their intentions. “Halloo!” Jussac called, advancing and motioning his men forward. “Hey there, Musketeers, fighting here? What about the edicts?”

“What about them?”

“You have broad minds, gentlemen of the Guards,” said Athos bitterly—Jussac had been one of his attackers the day before. “If we caught you fighting, I assure you, we’d not interfere. So do the same for us; let us finish in peace.”

“Gentlemen,” said Jussac, “I regret to say that’s impossible. Duty is duty. Therefore, please, sheathe your swords and come with us.”

“Monsieur,” Aramis echoed Jussac’s tone, “We would happily accept your polite request if it were up to us—alas, it is not. Our orders from Monsieur de Tréville forbid it. So go your way; you’d be wise to leave us alone.”

This mockery only infuriated Jussac more.

“If you refuse, we will attack,” he warned.

“There are five of them,” Athos muttered. “We’re only three, one of us wounded—we’ll be beaten again, or die here. I won’t go back a vanquished man.”

Athos, Porthos, and Aramis grouped themselves together while Jussac marshaled his men. That moment gave D’Artagnan time to decide. This was one of those turning points that decide a man’s future—a choice between the king and the cardinal. Once made, it allowed no retreat. To fight risked open defiance of the law, enmity from a minister more powerful than the king, and probable death. D’Artagnan grasped all this, and still, to his credit, he did not hesitate. Turning to Athos and the others, he said, “Gentlemen, may I amend your words?”

“You said you were three, but it seems to me we are four.”

“But you’re not one of us,” Porthos said.

“That is true,” D’Artagnan agreed. “I have no uniform—only the heart. But my spirit is that of a Musketeer; believe me, monsieur, it leads me onward.”

“Stand aside, young man,” Jussac ordered, seeing D’Artagnan’s intent. “You may go; we will let you leave. Save yourself—go quickly.”

D’Artagnan refused to move. “You truly are a brave man,” Athos said, grasping his hand fervently.

“Decide now,” Jussac pressed. “Well,” Porthos told Aramis, “we must get to it.”

“Monsieur is very considerate,” Athos remarked. All three felt a pang at involving such a young man in the fight. “We’d merely be three—one wounded, and now a boy as our fourth,” Athos continued. “Still, it will be said we were four.”

“Yes, but surrendering, that is tough,” Porthos complained. “That is difficult,” Athos agreed. D’Artagnan sensed their wavering.

“Try me, gentlemen,” he declared, “and I swear on my honor, if we’re defeated I will not abandon you.”

“What is your name, brave youth?” Athos asked.

“D’Artagnan, monsieur.”

“Very well. Athos, Porthos, Aramis, and D’Artagnan—forward!” Athos cried.

“Have you decided?” Jussac repeated.

“It’s settled, gentlemen,” Athos answered.

“And your decision?” pressed Jussac.

“We’re about to have the honor of charging you,” said Aramis, tipping his hat with one hand as he drew his sword with the other.

“So you resist?” Jussac exclaimed. “Does that surprise you?”

The nine men met with a fury that, for all its heat, still reflected skill. Athos engaged Cahusac, one of the cardinal’s favorites. Porthos faced Bicarat, while Aramis found himself with two adversaries. As for D’Artagnan, he rushed at Jussac.

The heart of the young Gascon pounded—not with fear, thank God, but with wild determination. He fought like a tiger, circling, shifting guard, and attacking with unpredictable skill, always defending himself with care. Jussac, a swordsman of reputation, needed all his experience to face such a nimble and inventive opponent.

Eventually, Jussac lost patience. Annoyed at being matched by one he dismissed as a boy, he made mistakes. D’Artagnan, though inexperienced, knew sound technique and pressed with ever-increasing skill. Eager to end things, Jussac lunged forward with a powerful thrust. D’Artagnan deftly parried, and as Jussac tried to recover, D’Artagnan slipped under his guard and ran him through.

Jussac fell heavily. D’Artagnan quickly looked around, worried for his friends. Aramis had dispatched one opponent; the second pressed him hard, but Aramis held his ground. Porthos exchanged wounds with Bicarat—Porthos was wounded in the arm, Bicarat in the thigh.

Neither injury seemed dangerous, and both fought harder than before. Athos, wounded by Cahusac, turned paler but refused to yield. Instead, switching his sword to his left hand, he continued the duel. Per the dueling code, D’Artagnan was now free to help as he chose. Scanning the fight, he met Athos’s eyes—a glance full of meaning.

Athos would rather die than ask for help, but with one look, he signaled his need. D’Artagnan understood instantly. Wildly determined, he rushed Cahusac, shouting, “To me, Monsieur Guardsman; I will kill you!”

Cahusac turned toward him. Athos, his courage holding him upright, had just sunk to one knee. “Devil take it!” he groaned to D’Artagnan. “Don’t kill him. I have an old grudge I want to finish when I’m healed. Just disarm him—keep him from using his sword.”

“That’s it! Bravo!”

Athos could not help but cheer as he saw Cahusac’s sword fly twenty paces away. Instantly, D’Artagnan and Cahusac dashed for it—each wanting to recover the weapon first. D’Artagnan got there first, stamping his foot on it. Cahusac made for the rapier of Aramis’s fallen adversary.

As he did, he met Athos, who during D’Artagnan’s intervention had caught his breath, eager not to be left out. Soon, Cahusac was struck down—a blade piercing his throat. At the same time, Aramis held his foe at sword-point, compelling him to beg for mercy.

Now, only Porthos and Bicarat were left. Porthos, always playful, asked about the time and congratulated Bicarat on his brother’s advancement. Bicarat, a man of iron will, gave no answer—the fight needed to end quickly, as the watch could come any moment to arrest everyone. Athos, Aramis, and D’Artagnan closed in, insisting Bicarat surrender.

Despite being alone and wounded, Bicarat fought on. Jussac, propped up on one elbow, urged him to yield. Like D’Artagnan, Bicarat was a Gascon and ignored the command. Laughing, he pointed to a patch of dirt with his sword. “Here,” he said, parodying Scripture, “here will Bicarat die—for I alone remain, and they seek my life.”

“But you face four—so I order you to surrender.”

“If it’s your order, that’s different,” Bicarat replied. “As you’re my captain, I obey.” He sprang back, snapped his sword across his knee rather than hand it over, and flung the pieces over the convent wall. He folded his arms and began to whistle a cardinalist tune.

Bravery is always respected—even in an enemy. The Musketeers saluted Bicarat, then re-sheathed their swords. D’Artagnan did the same.

With Bicarat as their only able prisoner, they carried Jussac, Cahusac, and one of Aramis’s wounded opponents under the cloister porch. The fourth, as we’ve seen, was dead. After ringing the bell, they took four out of five swords, and, elated, set off for M. de Tréville’s hôtel. Arm in arm, they filled the street, greeting every Musketeer they saw—turning the walk into a victory parade. D’Artagnan’s heart swelled with joy as he walked between Athos and Porthos, holding them close.

“If I’m not yet a Musketeer,” he said to his new friends as they stepped through the gateway to M. de Tréville’s hôtel, “at least I’ve begun my apprenticeship, haven’t I?”




Chapter VI: His Majesty King Louis XIII

This incident caused quite a stir. M. de Tréville publicly reprimanded his Musketeers while privately praising them. However, with no time to waste in winning over the king, M. de Tréville hurried to the Louvre, but by the time he arrived, it was already too late. The king was in a private meeting with the cardinal, and de Tréville was told that the king was busy and could not see him at that moment. Later that evening, de Tréville joined the king at the gaming table.

The king was in high spirits, enjoying his victory, and his greed only added to his good mood. Spotting M. de Tréville in the distance, he called out, “Come here, Monsieur Captain! I need to let off some steam. Are you aware that his Eminence has lodged fresh complaints against your Musketeers? He was so upset that he’s taken ill this evening. Those Musketeers of yours are nothing short of devils—scoundrels who deserve the gallows.”

“No, sire,” Tréville replied, quickly understanding the situation. “On the contrary, they are good souls—meek as lambs. Their only wish, I assure you, is that their swords remain sheathed except in your majesty’s service.”

“But what are they to do? The Guards of Monsieur the Cardinal are always looking for a fight, and for the sake of their honor, the poor young men have no choice but to defend themselves.”

“Listen to Monsieur de Tréville,” said the king. “One might think he was talking about a religious order! Truly, my dear Captain, I’m tempted to strip you of your commission and give it to Mademoiselle de Chemerault, to whom I promised an abbey. But don’t think for a moment that I’ll take your word for it. I am known as Louis the Just, Monsieur de Tréville, and in good time, we shall see.”

“Ah, sire, it is precisely because I trust in that justice that I will wait patiently for your Majesty’s decision.”

“Then wait, monsieur, wait,” the king replied. “I won’t keep you waiting long.”

Indeed, fortune shifted; as the king began to lose what he had gained, he was not displeased to find an excuse to act as Charlemagne—if we may borrow a gaming term whose origins we must admit we do not know.

The king rose a minute later, pocketing the coins before him, most from his winnings. “La Vieuville,” he said, “take my place; I need to speak with Monsieur de Tréville on an important matter. Ah, I had eighty louis in front of me; please put down the same amount so those who lost have no reason to complain. Justice above all.”

Turning to M. de Tréville, he walked with him toward a window alcove. “Well, monsieur,” he continued, “you say it’s his Eminence’s Guards who have sought a quarrel with your Musketeers?”

“Yes, sire, as they always do.”

“And how did it happen? Let’s hear it, for you know, my dear Captain, a judge must hear both sides.”

“Good Lord! It happened in the simplest and most natural way imaginable. Three of my finest soldiers—whom Your Majesty knows well and whose loyalty you have appreciated more than once—are deeply devoted to your service. I speak of Athos, Porthos, and Aramis. They had planned a little outing with a young man from Gascony, whom I introduced to them that very morning. The gathering was set for St. Germain, and they intended to meet at the Carmes-Deschaux. But their plans were interrupted by de Jussac, Cahusac, Bicarat, and two other Guardsmen, who certainly did not arrive with so many unless they had some mischief in mind regarding the edicts.

“Ah, indeed! You make me think so,” replied the king. “There’s no doubt they came there looking for a fight.”

“I do not accuse them, sire; I merely leave it to Your Majesty to consider what five armed men could be doing in such a deserted place as the Convent des Carmes.”

“Yes, you’re right, Tréville, you’re absolutely right!”

“Upon seeing my Musketeers, they changed their intentions, setting aside private grudges for factional loyalties. For Your Majesty must know that the Musketeers, who serve only the king, are naturally the adversaries of the Guardsmen, who serve the cardinal.”

“Yes, Tréville, yes,” the king replied with a touch of sadness in his voice. “It is truly sad to see two factions in France, two heads of royalty. But all this will end, Tréville, it will end.”

“You’re saying, then, that the Guardsmen picked a fight with the Musketeers?”

“I believe that’s probably how it happened, sire, though I won’t swear to it. You know how hard the truth is to catch—unless one has that remarkable instinct that earned Louis XIII. the title ‘the Just’—”

“You’re right, Tréville; but your Musketeers weren’t alone. They had a youth with them?”

“Yes, sire, and a wounded man too. So, three of the king’s Musketeers—one of whom was injured—and a young man not only held their ground against five of the fiercest of the cardinal’s Guardsmen, but they managed to bring down four of them.”

“Why, this is a victory!” the king exclaimed, his face bright with excitement. “A complete victory!”

“Yes, sire; as complete as that of the Bridge of Ce.”

“Four men, one of them wounded, and a youth, you say?”

“Hardly a boy, but he behaved so well in the encounter that I feel I must recommend him to your Majesty.”

“What is his name?”

“D’Artagnan, sire; he is the son of one of my oldest friends—a man who served under your father, of glorious memory, during the civil war.”

“And you say this young man performed well? Tell me more, Tréville—I know how fond you are of tales of battle and bravery.”

Louis XIII. twisted his mustache proudly, putting his hand on his hip.

“Sire,” Tréville continued, “as I mentioned, Monsieur d’Artagnan is little more than a boy. Since he is not yet a Musketeer, he was dressed as a civilian. The Cardinal’s Guards, seeing his youth and that he wasn’t one of their own, ordered him to leave before they started their attack.”

“So it’s clear, Tréville,” the king interjected, “that they were the ones who attacked?”

“Indeed, sire; there can be no doubt. They told him to withdraw, but he boldly responded that he was a Musketeer at heart, wholly loyal to your Majesty, and would stay with the Musketeers.”

“A brave young man!” the king murmured. “And he did stay with them. You have a loyal champion in him; it was he who dealt Jussac that terrible sword thrust which has angered the cardinal.”

“He wounded Jussac?” the king exclaimed. “A boy did this? Tréville, I can hardly believe it!”

“It is as I have the honor to report to your Majesty.”

“Jussac, one of the best swordsmen in the kingdom?”

“Well, sire, for once he met his match.”

“I must see this young man, Tréville—I insist on it. If anything can be done for him, we shall do it.”

“When will your Majesty be ready to receive him?”

“Tomorrow at noon, Tréville.”

“Shall I bring him alone?”

“No, bring all four of them together. I want to thank them all at once.”

“Devoted men are rare, Tréville,” the king said, glancing toward the back staircase. “There’s no need to tell the cardinal.”

“Yes, sire.”

“You understand, Tréville—an edict is still an edict. Fighting is forbidden, after all.”

“But this encounter, sire, was far from a simple duel. It was a brawl; the evidence is that five of the cardinal’s Guardsmen faced my three Musketeers and Monsieur d’Artagnan.”

“That’s true,” the king conceded. “But no matter, Tréville. Just use the back staircase.”

Tréville smiled, pleased to have convinced this young king to defy his master. He bowed respectfully and took his leave.

That evening, the three Musketeers learned of the honor they had received. Having long known the king, they were not overly excited; however, D’Artagnan, with his Gascon imagination, saw a bright future ahead and spent the night dreaming of glory. By eight o’clock the next morning, he was at Athos’s apartment.

D’Artagnan found the Musketeers dressed and ready to leave. Since their appointment with the king was not until noon, they had arranged to play tennis at a court near the Luxembourg stables. Athos invited D’Artagnan to join, and although he had never played before and didn’t know the rules, he accepted, not knowing what else to do before noon.

When they arrived, Porthos and Aramis were already there, playing a match. Athos, skilled in all physical pursuits, joined them on the opposite side of the court. But after his first attempt—despite playing with his left hand—he realized his wound was still too fresh for such activity. Left alone, D’Artagnan said he was too inexperienced to play well, so the Musketeers kept rallying the ball without keeping score.

One of the balls, sent flying by Porthos’s powerful arm, passed so close to D’Artagnan’s face that he thought, had it struck him, he would have lost his chance to present himself before the king. In D’Artagnan’s Gascon mind, this audience was crucial to his future. He politely bowed to Aramis and Porthos, saying he would not play again until he could compete fairly, and then waited near the cord in the gallery.

Unfortunately for D’Artagnan, among the spectators was one of his Eminence’s Guardsmen. Still upset by the defeat his companions had suffered the day before, he was bent on revenge and believed he now had his chance. He turned to his neighbor and said, “It’s no wonder that young man is afraid of a ball; he’s probably just a Musketeer apprentice.”

D’Artagnan whipped around as if bitten by a snake, fixing his gaze on the Guardsman who had made the rude remark. “Pardieu,” the Guardsman continued, twisting his mustache, “you can stare at me all you want, my little gentleman! I stand by what I said.”

“And since your words are clear enough not to need repeating,” D’Artagnan replied quietly, “I ask you to follow me.”

“And when would you like me to do that?” the Guardsman responded, keeping his mocking tone.

“Right now, if you please.”

“And you know who I am, surely?”

“I? I have no idea; it doesn’t concern me.”

“You’re mistaken; if you knew my name, maybe you wouldn’t be so eager.”

“What is your name?”

“Bernajoux, at your service.”

“Well then, Monsieur Bernajoux,” D’Artagnan replied calmly, “I’ll wait for you at the door.”

“Go ahead, monsieur; I will follow.”

“No need to hurry, monsieur. We shouldn’t let anyone see us leaving together. You must understand that for our purpose, company would only be in the way.”

“That’s true,” the Guardsman said, a little surprised that his name hadn’t had a greater effect on the young man. The name of Bernajoux was well known everywhere—except perhaps to D’Artagnan. It was a name often heard after the daily brawls that the cardinal’s edicts never seemed able to stop.

Porthos and Aramis were so absorbed in their game, and Athos so engrossed in watching, that none of them noticed D’Artagnan slip out. As he had told the Guardsman, he paused just outside the door. Moments later, the Guardsman joined him.

With little time left until his midday audience with the king, D’Artagnan glanced at the empty street and turned to his opponent. “Well! Good for you, Bernajoux, that you’re just facing an apprentice Musketeer. But don’t worry; I’ll do my best. On guard!”

“However,” Bernajoux replied, now provoked, “this seems a poor place for a duel. We could do better behind the Abbey St. Germain or in the Pré-aux-Clercs.”

“You make a good point,” said D’Artagnan, “but I really don’t have much time, as I have an appointment at twelve sharp. So, on guard, monsieur, on guard!”

Bernajoux was not the type to let such a challenge go unanswered. In an instant, his sword flashed as he lunged at D’Artagnan, hoping to intimidate him with his energy. However, D’Artagnan had already gained valuable experience the previous day. Fresh from his victory and full of hope for greater things, he was not about to give up an inch. The two swords clashed near the hilts, and it was Bernajoux who faltered first.

Seeing Bernajoux’s sword stray, D’Artagnan freed his own weapon, lunged forward, and touched his opponent on the shoulder. He stepped back, raising his sword, but Bernajoux, ignoring the strike, rushed at him and impaled himself on D’Artagnan’s blade.

Even so, he did not fall or admit defeat; instead, he broke away toward the hôtel of M. de la Trémouille, where he had a relative. Unaware of how serious his opponent’s wound was, D’Artagnan did not pursue him. If he had, he might have landed a third, decisive blow. But the commotion from the street reached inside the tennis court, prompting two of the Guardsman’s friends—who had watched him leave with D’Artagnan—to rush out, swords drawn, and confront the victor.

In response, Athos, Porthos, and Aramis appeared at once. As the two Guardsmen attacked D’Artagnan, the three Musketeers drove them back. Bernajoux fell, and with the Guardsmen now outnumbered two to four, they called out, “To the rescue! The Hôtel de la Trémouille!”

At this cry, everyone inside the hôtel rushed out to join the fray, focusing their attack on the four companions, who shouted back, “To the rescue, Musketeers!”

This call was quickly answered, as the Musketeers were famous for their opposition to the Cardinal and were popular for their defiance. As a result, soldiers from other companies—those not loyal to the Red Duke, as Aramis called him—often joined forces with the king’s Musketeers in these clashes.

Of the three Guardsmen from M. Dessessart’s company who happened to be passing by, two raced to support the four companions, while the third dashed to M. de Tréville’s hôtel, shouting, “To the rescue, Musketeers! To the rescue!” The hôtel was always full of soldiers from their company, who quickly rallied to help their friends.

The scene soon turned into a full-on melee, but the Musketeers had the advantage in numbers. The cardinal’s Guards and M. De la Trémouille’s men retreated into the hôtel, slamming the doors just in time to keep their enemies out. The wounded man was taken in at once, and—as we said—his condition was very serious. Tensions ran high among the Musketeers and their allies, who began considering whether they should set fire to the hôtel to punish M. de la Trémouille’s servants for daring to attack the king’s Musketeers. The suggestion was welcomed, but just then, the clock struck eleven. D’Artagnan and his companions remembered their upcoming audience and realized they would bitterly regret missing it. They calmed their friends, who settled for throwing a few paving stones at the gates, but the gates held strong.

They soon tired of the effort. Besides, those considered the leaders had already left for M. de Tréville’s hôtel, where he was already aware of the new trouble. “Quick, to the Louvre!” he urged. “We must go at once and try to see the king before the cardinal can influence him. We’ll present this incident as a result of yesterday’s affair, and hope that both will be dismissed together.”

With the four young men, M. de Tréville headed to the Louvre. To his great surprise, he learned that the king had gone stag hunting in the forest of St. Germain. M. de Tréville had to ask twice to be sure, and each time, his companions saw his brow darken. “Did His Majesty have any plans for a hunt yesterday?” he asked.

“No, your Excellency,” replied the valet de chambre. “The Master of the Hounds came this morning to say he’d seen a stag. At first, the king said he wouldn’t go, but he gave in to his love of hunting and departed after lunch.”

“And has the king seen the cardinal?” asked M. de Tréville.

“Most likely, yes,” answered the valet. “I saw horses harnessed to his Eminence’s carriage this morning; when I asked his destination, I was told he was going to St. Germain.”

“He’s ahead of us,” said M. de Tréville. “Gentlemen, I will see the king this evening; but I advise you not to try.”

The advice, wisely given by someone who knew the king well, left no room for argument. M. de Tréville urged everyone to go home and wait for news.

Upon returning to his hôtel, M. de Tréville decided he should be the first to make a complaint. He sent a servant to M. de la Trémouille with a letter, asking that he send the cardinal’s Guardsmen away from his house and scold his staff for daring to attack the king’s Musketeers. However, M. de la Trémouille—already swayed by his esquire, whose relative, as we’ve seen, was Bernajoux—responded that it was not up to M. de Tréville to let the Musketeers file complaints, especially since it was his people who had been attacked and whose hôtel almost set on fire. Knowing that such a dispute could drag on and both sides would only grow more defensive, M. de Tréville decided to settle things quickly by visiting M. de la Trémouille himself. Without delay, he went to the hôtel and asked to speak with him.

The two nobles exchanged polite nods. While they weren’t close friends, they respected each other. Both men were known for their courage and honor. M. de la Trémouille, a Protestant who rarely saw the king, kept neutral and brought no bias to his social dealings. Still, today, though still polite, he seemed cooler than usual.

“Monsieur,” M. de Tréville began, “it appears we both have grievances to address, and I’ve come to clear things up.”

“I have no objection,” M. de la Trémouille replied. “But I warn you, I am well informed, and the fault lies entirely with your Musketeers.”

“You are too just and reasonable a man, monsieur,” replied Tréville, “not to accept the proposal I am about to make.”

“Please, go on. I’m listening.”

“How is Monsieur Bernajoux, your esquire’s relative?”

“Ah, monsieur, he is very ill! Along with a sword wound in his arm, which isn’t fatal, he has another through his lung, and the doctor gives little hope.”

“But has the wounded man kept his senses?”

“Perfectly.”

“Can he speak?”

“With difficulty, but yes.”

“Then let’s go to him. Let him, in the name of God before whom he may soon appear, tell the truth. I will accept whatever he says—I’ll let him judge his own case.”

M. de la Trémouille paused for a moment; realizing he could hardly offer a fairer solution, he agreed. Together, they went downstairs to the room where the wounded man lay.

Seeing the two lords, the wounded man tried to sit up, but he was too weak, and after a brief effort, he fell back, almost fainting. M. de la Trémouille stepped forward and offered him some salts, reviving him. Wishing to avoid the appearance of influencing the injured man, M. de Tréville asked M. de la Trémouille to question him directly.

Things went just as M. de Tréville expected. Facing death, Bernajoux had no reason to hide the truth. He described the events accurately. That was all M. de Tréville wanted. He wished Bernajoux a speedy recovery and left. Then he returned to his hôtel and immediately invited his four friends to dinner.

M. de Tréville was known for hosting excellent company, all strongly anti-cardinal. So it was no surprise the dinner talk focused on the Cardinal’s Guards’ recent defeats. Since D’Artagnan had been the hero in both affairs, he was the center of attention, receiving praise from Athos, Porthos, and Aramis. They congratulated him gladly, both as friends and because they had each enjoyed glory themselves and could easily let D’Artagnan have his turn in the spotlight.

As the clock approached six, M. de Tréville announced that it was




Chapter VIII: Concerning a Court Intrigue

In the meantime, King Louis XIII’s forty pistoles, like all things in this world, had both a beginning and an end. When at last the money ran out, our four companions found themselves in a difficult situation. At first, Athos supported the group with his own funds. Then Porthos contributed, managing to cover their needs for two weeks thanks to one of his typical disappearances. Finally, it was Aramis’s turn, and he bore it with good humor, saying he had raised a few pistoles by selling some theological books.

As usual, they went to M. de Tréville for help. He advanced them some of their pay, but this could only go so far, especially for three Musketeers already deeply in debt and a Guardsman who had not yet received any pay at all.

Eventually, realizing that they were truly in need, they pooled what little money they could gather—eight or ten pistoles. With this, Porthos went to try his luck at the gaming table. Unfortunately, fortune did not favor him; he lost everything, including an extra twenty-five pistoles for which he had staked his word. What began as discomfort quickly turned into distress.

The hungry friends, along with their lackeys, wandered the quays and guardrooms looking for any meals they could obtain from acquaintances. Following Aramis’s advice, they had learned that it was wise to share meals when prosperous, hoping to receive similar generosity in times of want. Athos received four invitations, each time bringing along his friends and their lackeys. Porthos managed to secure six invitations and always included his companions. Aramis, ever the socialite, was invited eight times.

He was a man, as must already have been noticed, who made little noise yet was much sought after. As for D’Artagnan, who knew no one in Paris, he managed only one chocolate breakfast at the house of a priest from his province and one dinner at the house of a cornet of the Guards. He took his companions to the priest’s, where they devoured enough food to feed him for two months, and to the cornet’s, who put on quite a show. Yet as Planchet commented, “People don’t eat for all time at once, even when they eat a lot.”

D’Artagnan felt humiliated, having been able to provide only one and a half meals for his companions—the breakfast at the priest’s barely counting as half a meal—compared to the banquets Athos, Porthos, and Aramis had offered him. He fancied himself a burden to the group, forgetting in his youthful naïveté that he had supported them for a month. Wanting to change his situation, he began to think. He realized that this group of four brave and resourceful young men ought to have some purpose beyond strutting about, fencing lessons, and playing practical jokes, however clever.

Indeed, four such men—bound together in every way, sharing resources and risking their lives for each other; always having one another’s backs, never yielding; executing plans together or alone—would surely make their way in the world. Whether by stealth, in broad daylight, by digging, in the trenches, with cunning, or by force, they would achieve whatever they set their minds to, no matter how distant or guarded their goal.

The only thing that surprised D’Artagnan was that his friends had never considered this. He became absorbed in thought, determined to find a way to harness their combined strength and initiative. He felt certain that, like Archimedes with his lever, together they could move the world. Just then, someone knocked softly at his door. D’Artagnan woke Planchet and told him to open it.

Now, let no one assume, from the phrase “D’Artagnan awakened Planchet,” that it was nighttime or even dawn. No, it was four in the afternoon. Two hours earlier, Planchet had asked his master for dinner, to which D’Artagnan had replied with the old saying, “He who sleeps, dines.” And so, Planchet dined by sleeping.

A man of plain appearance, looking much like a tradesman, entered. Planchet, hoping to overhear the conversation, was told by the visitor that what he had to say was important and confidential, and he wished to speak privately. D’Artagnan sent Planchet away and invited his guest to be seated.

There was a moment of silence as they looked at each other, apparently sizing each other up for a proper introduction. At last, D’Artagnan nodded, indicating that he was ready to listen.

“I have heard that Monsieur d’Artagnan is a very brave young man,” the visitor began. “Because of this well-deserved reputation, I wish to share a secret with you.”

“Go on, monsieur, I am listening,” D’Artagnan replied, sensing an opportunity. The man hesitated before continuing, “I have a wife who is a seamstress for the queen, and she is both virtuous and beautiful.”

I was persuaded to marry her three years ago, despite her small dowry, mainly because Monsieur Laporte, the queen’s cloak bearer, is her godfather and takes an interest in her.

“Well, monsieur?” prompted D’Artagnan.

“Well!” continued the man, “Yesterday morning, as my wife was leaving her workroom, she was abducted.”

“And who took your wife?”

“I can’t say for certain, but I have my suspicions.”

“And who do you suspect?”

“A man who has been after her for some time.”

“The devil!”

“But let me explain, monsieur. I am convinced that the motive is less about love and more about politics.”

“Less love than politics,” D’Artagnan repeated thoughtfully. “And what do you suspect?”

“I am not sure if I should tell you my suspicions.”

“Monsieur, I am not asking you for anything. You came here yourself. You said you had a secret to share. So follow your own judgment; you can still back out.”

“No, monsieur, no. You seem honest, and I will trust you. I believe my wife’s abduction is not because of her own intrigues, but rather the plotting of a woman far more powerful than she.”

“Ah, ah!”

“Could it involve Madame de Bois-Tracy?” D’Artagnan ventured, trying to appear familiar with court intrigues.

“Higher, monsieur, higher,” the man replied.

“Madame d’Aiguillon?”

“Still higher.”

“Madame de Chevreuse?”

“Much higher.”

“Of the—” D’Artagnan hesitated.

“Yes, monsieur,” said the nervous man in a whisper. “And with whom?”

“With whom, if not the Duke of—”

“The Duke of—”

“Yes, monsieur,” the man confirmed, even more softly. “But how did you know?”

“How do I know?”

“Yes, how? No half-measures, or—you understand!”

“I know it from my wife, monsieur—from my wife herself.”

“And she learned it from whom?”

“From Monsieur Laporte.”

“Did I not tell you she is the goddaughter of Monsieur Laporte, the queen’s confidant? Monsieur Laporte arranged for her to be near Her Majesty, so our poor queen could have someone she could trust, especially since she feels abandoned by the king, watched by the cardinal, and betrayed by everyone around her.”

“Ah, I see how it fits together,” said D’Artagnan. “My wife came home four days ago, and one of her conditions was that she would visit me twice a week. As I told you, my wife loves me dearly. During one of her visits, she told me that the queen is deeply troubled.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes. It seems the cardinal is chasing and persecuting her more than ever.”

He cannot forgive her for the Saraband incident. Do you know the story of the Saraband?”

“Pardieu! Of course I do!” said D’Artagnan, who actually had no idea what it was, but wanted to seem well informed. “So it’s no longer just hatred; it’s vengeance.”

“Exactly!”

“And the queen thinks—”

“Well, what does the queen think?”

“She believes someone has written to the Duke of Buckingham in her name.”

“In the queen’s name?”

“Yes, to lure him to Paris and ensnare him.”

“The devil! But what has your wife to do with it?”

“Her loyalty to the queen is well known. They want either to get her away from her mistress, to frighten her into revealing the queen’s secrets, or possibly to seduce her and use her as a spy.”

“That seems possible,” said D’Artagnan. “But do you know who took her?”

“I told you, I think I know.”

“What is his name?”

“I don’t know, but I know he’s one of the cardinal’s men, his ‘evil genius.’”

“But you have seen him?”

“Yes, my wife pointed him out to me once.”

“Is there anything about him by which he can be identified?”

“Oh, certainly. He carries himself like a noble, with black hair, a dark complexion, a piercing gaze, white teeth, and a scar on his temple.”

“A scar on his temple!” cried D’Artagnan. “With that description—white teeth, piercing gaze, dark skin, black hair, and an arrogant way—why, that’s my man from Meung!”

“He’s your man?”

“Yes, yes—but never mind that. In fact, that makes things easier.”

“If this man concerns me, then with one blow, I shall have two revenges—that’s all there is to it. But where can I find him?”

“I don’t know.”

“You have no clue where he hides?”

“None. Once, when I was bringing my wife back to the Louvre, he happened to be coming out as she was going in, and she pointed him out to me.”

“By the devil!” muttered D’Artagnan. “This is all very vague. Who told you your wife was abducted?”

“Monsieur Laporte.”

“Did he give you any details?”

“None.”

“And you haven’t learned anything from anyone else?”

“Yes, I have received—”

“What?”

“I’m afraid I may be making a serious mistake.”

“You keep saying that, but believe me, it’s too late to pull back now.”

“I will not back down, mordieu!” the man cried, swearing to give himself courage. “Besides, on the honor of Bonacieux—”

“Your name is Bonacieux?” D’Artagnan interjected. “Yes, that’s my name.”

“Then you mean, on the word of Bonacieux.”

“Forgive the interruption, but that name is familiar.”

“Perhaps, monsieur. I am your landlord.”

“Ah, I see!” D’Artagnan said, half-standing and bowing. “You are my landlord?”

“Yes, indeed. You have been here for three months, and while I know you must be busy with important matters, you seem to have forgotten to pay your rent. I thought that since I’ve never bothered you about it, you might appreciate my privacy.”

“How could I feel otherwise, my dear Bonacieux?” replied D’Artagnan. “I am grateful for such thoughtfulness, and if, as I said before, I can be of service to you—”

“I believe you, monsieur, I do. And as I was saying, upon my word as Bonacieux, I trust you.”

“Please, finish what you were about to say.”

The man took a folded piece of paper from his pocket and handed it to D’Artagnan. “A letter?” asked the young man. “I received it this morning.”

D’Artagnan opened the letter, and as daylight faded, he walked toward the window to read it. The man came near as well.

“‘Do not seek your wife,’” D’Artagnan read aloud; “‘she will be returned to you when there is no further need for her. If you make any move to find her, you are lost.’

“That’s quite the threat,” D’Artagnan remarked. “But in the end, it’s just a threat.”

“Yes, but I am frightened by it. I am not a man of action, monsieur, and I am terrified of the Bastille.”

“Hmm!” D’Artagnan replied. “I have no more liking for the Bastille than you. If it were only a matter of a sword thrust, well—”

“I was counting on you, monsieur.”

“You were?”

“Seeing you always surrounded by Musketeers of such standing, knowing they report to M. de Tréville, the enemy of the cardinal, I thought you and your friends might do a favor for our poor queen and at the same time foil his Eminence.”

“Undoubtedly.”

“And since I have let you stay three months without mentioning the rent—”

“Yes, yes; you’ve made your point, and it’s quite fair.”

“On top of that, as long as you continue to honor me by living here, I shall say nothing about rent—”

“Very generous!”

“And if you need it, I am ready to offer you fifty pistoles, in case you are short right now.”

“Wonderful! You’re well-off then, my dear Monsieur Bonacieux?”

“I manage well enough, monsieur, that’s all. My haberdashery business brings in two or three thousand crowns, and I have some money invested in the last voyage of the celebrated navigator Jean Moquet. So, you see, monsieur—But!” the man exclaimed.

“What!” cried D’Artagnan. “Who do I see there?”

“Where?”

“In the street, just outside, in the doorway—a man in a cloak.”

“It’s him!” both D’Artagnan and the man shouted, recognizing the figure. “Ah, this time,” D’Artagnan declared, grabbing his sword, “he won’t escape me!”

Sword in hand, he rushed out of the room. On the staircase, he met Athos and Porthos, who were coming to visit him. They stepped aside as D’Artagnan darted past like an arrow. “Pah!”

“Where are you going?” both Musketeers called at once. “The man from Meung!” D’Artagnan replied, disappearing. He had often told his friends about his encounter with the stranger, as well as the mysterious appearance of the striking foreign lady to whom this man had entrusted a critical message.

Athos believed D’Artagnan had simply lost the letter during the commotion. In his view, a gentleman—particularly one matching D’Artagnan’s description—would never stoop so low as to steal a letter. Porthos regarded the whole story as nothing but an interrupted love affair involving D’Artagnan and his yellow horse.

Aramis observed that such affairs were shrouded in mystery and it was best not to investigate too deeply. From the few hints D’Artagnan had let slip, they understood the situation. Believing he would either catch his man or lose him completely, they assumed D’Artagnan would return soon and went on their way.

When they entered D’Artagnan’s room, they found it empty. The landlord, afraid of the likely consequences of the encounter between his young tenant and the stranger, had prudently disappeared as well.




Chapter IX: D’Artagnan Shows Himself

As Athos and Porthos had predicted, half an hour later, D’Artagnan returned. Once again, he had lost track of his quarry, who had disappeared as if by magic.

D’Artagnan had raced through the neighboring streets, sword in hand, looking for the man he pursued, but it was futile. Frustrated, he returned to where he perhaps should have started—knocking on the door against which the stranger had leaned. But this was useless; though he knocked ten or twelve times in quick succession, no one answered. Some neighbors, glancing out their windows or stepping onto their doorsteps, informed him that the house, with all its doors and windows tightly shut, had been uninhabited for six months.

While D’Artagnan was scouring the streets and knocking on doors, Aramis had rejoined his companions. So, when D’Artagnan finally returned home, he found the group complete.

“Well!” exclaimed the three Musketeers together, noticing D’Artagnan’s sweat-soaked brow and angry expression.

“Well!” he shouted, throwing his sword onto the bed. “That man must be the devil himself; he’s vanished like a ghost, a shadow, a specter.”

“Do you believe in apparitions?” Athos asked Porthos.

“I never believe in anything I haven’t seen,” Porthos replied. “And since I’ve never seen apparitions, I don’t believe in them.”

“The Bible,” Aramis added, “makes belief in them a matter of faith. The ghost of Samuel appeared to Saul, and I’d be very sorry to see any doubt cast on that, Porthos.”

“In any case, whether he’s a man or the devil, substance or shadow, illusion or reality, this man seems set on my downfall; his escape has made us miss a golden opportunity, gentlemen—an affair that could have brought us a hundred pistoles, or perhaps even more.”

“How so?” Porthos and Aramis asked together, intrigued.

Athos, in line with his reserved nature, simply questioned D’Artagnan with a look. “Planchet,” D’Artagnan called to his servant, who had just poked his head through the half-open door, eager to catch pieces of the conversation, “go down to my landlord, Monsieur Bonacieux, and ask him to send up half a dozen bottles of Beaugency wine; it’s my favorite.”

“Ah, so you have credit with your landlord?” Porthos asked, raising an eyebrow. “Yes,” D’Artagnan said, “starting today. And if the wine isn’t good, we’ll have him find something better.”

“We should use it wisely, not take advantage,” Aramis remarked in a philosophical tone. “I always said D’Artagnan was the sharpest among us,” Athos added. Having shared his thought, which D’Artagnan acknowledged with a nod, Athos returned to his usual silence. “But come on, what’s this about?” Porthos pressed.

“Yes,” Aramis said, “let us hear it, my friend, unless revealing it would compromise a lady’s honor. In that case, it’s better left unsaid.”

“Don’t worry,” D’Artagnan replied, “no one’s honor will be harmed by what I have to tell.”

He then recounted to his friends, word for word, all that had happened between him and his landlord, explaining how the man who had abducted his landlord’s wife was the same man he had encountered at the Jolly Miller inn. “Your case isn’t a bad one,” Athos said after savoring the wine like a connoisseur and nodding his approval. “You could easily get fifty or sixty pistoles out of this fellow. The only question is whether those pistoles are worth risking our necks.”

“But think,” D’Artagnan broke in, “there’s a woman involved—a woman who’s been taken, who is probably in danger, maybe even suffering, all because she stays loyal to her mistress.”

“Be careful, D’Artagnan,” Aramis warned. “You seem a bit too interested in Madame Bonacieux’s fate. Women were made for our undoing, and from them come all our troubles.”

At Aramis’s words, Athos’s face darkened, and he bit his lip. “It’s not Madame Bonacieux I’m worried about,” D’Artagnan exclaimed, “but the queen, who is abandoned by the king, persecuted by the cardinal, and who sees her friends executed one after another.”

“Why does she care most for those we dislike—the Spaniards and the English?”

“Spain is her homeland,” D’Artagnan replied. “It’s only natural for her to feel close to the Spanish, who are her own people.”

As for the other accusation, I’ve heard said that she doesn’t love the English, but rather an Englishman.”

“Well, truly,” Athos replied, “it must be said that this Englishman is worthy of love. I’ve never seen a man with a nobler bearing.”

“Not to mention that he dresses better than anyone,” Porthos added. “I was at the Louvre the day he dropped his pearls, and, by God, I picked up two that I sold for ten pistoles each. Do you know him, Aramis?”

“As well as you do, gentlemen; I was among those who took him prisoner in the garden at Amiens, where Monsieur Putange, the queen’s equerry, introduced me. I was still in school then, and the whole thing seemed terribly hard on the king.”

“That wouldn’t stop me,” D’Artagnan declared, “if I knew where the Duke of Buckingham was, from taking him by the hand and bringing him to the queen. Even if it only made the cardinal furious, I’d gladly risk my head to do it.”

“And did the haberdasher,” Athos asked, “tell you, D’Artagnan, that the queen believes Buckingham was lured here by a forged letter?”

“She fears that’s the case.”

“Hold on a moment,” Aramis said.

“What for?” Porthos asked, puzzled.

“Go on, while I try to remember the details.”

“I’m sure,” said D’Artagnan, “that the kidnapping of the queen’s woman is connected to what we’ve been talking about, and maybe even to Buckingham’s presence in Paris.”

“He’s full of ideas, this Gascon,” Porthos remarked, clearly impressed. “I like listening to him,” Athos agreed; “he speaks in an entertaining way.”

“Gentlemen,” Aramis exclaimed, “listen to this.”

“Let’s hear what Aramis has to say,” his friends urged. “Yesterday, I went to see a theologian whose advice I often seek for my studies.”

Athos smiled. “He lives in a quiet quarter,” Aramis continued, “which suits both his habits and his profession. Well, just as I was leaving his house—”

He




Chapter X: A Mousetrap in the Seventeenth Century

The invention of the mousetrap dates well before our era; as soon as societies began to organize and implement any form of law enforcement, the authorities created mousetraps. For readers not familiar with the slang of the Rue de Jerusalem—and since it has been fifteen years since we first used this term—let us clarify what we mean by a mousetrap.

In any establishment where someone is suspected of a crime, their arrest is carried out discreetly. Four or five men lie in wait in the first room. The door is opened to anyone who knocks, and as soon as they enter, it is quickly closed behind them, leading to their arrest. In just two or three days, nearly all the regular patrons of the place are seized.

And that was a mousetrap. M. Bonacieux’s apartment had become a trap, ensnaring everyone who entered and subjecting them to interrogation by the cardinal’s agents. It’s important to note that there was a separate entrance leading to the first floor, where D’Artagnan lived, allowing his visitors to avoid capture. However, no one came to see him except the three Musketeers. They had all been searching carefully and making inquiries, but found nothing. Athos had even gone so far as to question M. de Tréville—a move that greatly surprised his captain, given the usually reserved nature of the esteemed Musketeer. However, M. de Tréville was unaware of the deeper significance. When he last encountered the cardinal, the king, and the queen, he noticed the cardinal’s deep thought, the king’s troubled expression, and the redness of the queen’s eyes—evidence she had either lost sleep or wept. Still, this last detail was barely noteworthy, as the queen had often suffered from both since her marriage. M. de Tréville urged Athos to remain loyal to the king, and especially to the queen, asking him to pass on this advice to his fellow Musketeers.

Meanwhile, D’Artagnan stayed in his apartment, turning his room into a watch post. From his window, he observed all the captured visitors. He even removed a plank from his floor, leaving only the ceiling between him and the room below, where the questioning took place. This allowed him to hear every word exchanged between the interrogators and the accused. The interrogations usually started with a thorough search of the prisoners and typically included these questions: “Has Madame Bonacieux sent anything to you for her husband or anyone else? Has Monsieur Bonacieux sent anything to you for his wife or anyone else?”

“Has either of them confided anything to you verbally?”

“If they knew anything worth knowing, they wouldn’t be questioning people this way,” D’Artagnan thought. “What is it they really want? They’re after news of the Duke of Buckingham—wondering whether he is in Paris and whether he has met, or will meet, the queen.”

D’Artagnan clung to this theory, which seemed credible based on what he had overheard. Meanwhile, the mousetrap continued to ensnare people, and D’Artagnan kept watch. On the evening following Bonacieux’s unlucky arrest, Athos had just left D’Artagnan to visit M. de Tréville. As the clock struck nine and Planchet, who hadn’t yet made the bed, began his task, a knock echoed at the main door.

The door swung open and closed instantly; someone had fallen into the trap. D’Artagnan rushed to his lookout, stretched out on the floor, and listened closely. He soon heard cries, then muffled groans from someone struggling to stay quiet. No questions were asked. “The devil!” D’Artagnan thought. “It sounds like a woman!”

“They’re searching her; she’s resisting; those villains are using force!”

Against his better judgment, D’Artagnan found it impossible not to want to intervene in the chaos below. “But I am the mistress of the house, gentlemen! I am Madame Bonacieux! I belong to the queen!” cried the unfortunate woman. “Madame Bonacieux!” D’Artagnan murmured. “Could I really be lucky enough to find the one everyone is looking for?”

Her voice faded, drowned by the struggle shaking the partition. The victim fought back as much as a woman could against four men.

“Excuse me, gentlemen—par—” the voice mumbled, now reduced to inarticulate noises. “They’re tying her up; they’re about to drag her off,” D’Artagnan thought, springing up from the floor. “My sword! Good, it’s right here! Planchet!”

“Monsieur.”

“Run to find Athos, Porthos, and Aramis. At least one must be at home—maybe all three.”

“Tell them to arm themselves, to come here, and to hurry! Ah, that’s right—Athos is with M. de Tréville.”

“But where are you going, monsieur? Where are you going?”

“I’m climbing down by the window to get there faster,” D’Artagnan shouted. “You deal with the boards, sweep up, go out the door, and run like I said.”

“Oh, monsieur! You’ll break your neck!” Planchet exclaimed.

“Be quiet, you fool,” D’Artagnan retorted. He gripped the window ledge, lowered himself carefully from the first floor—which, fortunately, wasn’t high—and landed without harm.

He went straight to the door and knocked, murmuring, “I’ll go myself and get caught in the mousetrap—let’s see if the cats can handle this mouse!”

Hardly had the sound of his knock faded when the noise inside abruptly stopped. Steps approached, the door opened, and D’Artagnan, sword in hand, rushed into M. Bonacieux’s rooms. The door, likely equipped with a spring, closed behind him. Those living in the ill-fated house, along with nearby neighbors, soon heard loud cries, footsteps, clattering swords, and the crashing of furniture. Those who hurried to their windows saw the door burst open, and four men dressed in black not so much leave as flee, like startled crows, leaving bits of clothing and cloak behind.

D’Artagnan emerged victorious—though not without effort, for only one officer was armed, and even he fought purely for show. The other three tried to subdue the young man with chairs, stools, and crockery, but a few scratches from the Gascon’s blade made them take flight.

The whole fight lasted no more than ten minutes, and D’Artagnan was master of the house. The neighbors who had opened their windows, showing the usual calm of Parisians used to endless riots, quickly closed them again as they watched the men in black flee—signaling that danger was over for now. The night grew late, and as usual in the Luxembourg quarter, people retired early.

Left alone with Madame Bonacieux, D’Artagnan turned to her. The poor woman was now half-fainting in an armchair, just as he had left her. He glanced over her quickly to assess her condition.

She was a striking woman, about twenty-five or twenty-six, with dark hair, blue eyes, and a slightly upturned nose. Her beautiful teeth and complexion, a lovely mix of rose and opal, added to her charm. But those were the only signs of nobility; her hands, though fair, lacked finesse, and her feet did not indicate the refinement of high birth. Fortunately, D’Artagnan was not yet apt at such distinctions.

While D’Artagnan looked at Mme. Bonacieux, he noticed a fine cambric handkerchief on the floor. He picked it up, as was his habit, and recognized the cipher in the corner—the same one he had seen on the handkerchief that had nearly led to a deadly duel between him and Aramis.

From then on, D’Artagnan became wary of handkerchiefs with coats of arms. He discreetly returned the one he had just picked up to Mme. Bonacieux’s pocket. At that moment, she came to. Opening her eyes, she scanned the room in panic, noticing she was alone with her rescuer. A smile crossed her face as she reached out her hands to him.

Mme. Bonacieux had the sweetest smile in the world. “Ah, monsieur!” she exclaimed, “you have saved me; please let me thank you.”

“Madame,” D’Artagnan replied, “I only did what any gentleman would have done; you owe me nothing.”

“Oh yes, monsieur, you have! I hope to prove to you that you haven’t aided someone ungrateful. But what could those men, whom I first thought were robbers, possibly want from me? And where is Monsieur Bonacieux?”

“Madame, those men were far more dangerous than robbers—they are the cardinal’s agents. As for your husband, Monsieur Bonacieux, he is not here—he was taken to the Bastille last night.”

“My husband in the Bastille!” cried Mme. Bonacieux. “Oh, my God!”

“What has he done? The poor man is innocence itself!”

A faint smile flickered on the frightened woman’s face. “What has he done, madame?” D’Artagnan asked. “I believe his only crime is having the good—or bad—luck to be your husband.”

“But, monsieur, you know then—”

“I know you’ve been abducted, madame.”

“And by whom? Do you know? If you do, tell me!”

“By a man about forty to forty-five years old, with black hair, a dark complexion, and a scar on his left temple.”

“That’s him, that’s him! But what’s his name?”

“Ah, his name?

“I do not know.”

“Did my husband know I’d been taken?”

“He learned about it from a letter the abductor sent himself.”

“And does he suspect,” said Madame Bonacieux with some embarrassment, “the reason for all this?”

“He believes it must be political.”

“I doubted that myself, and now I agree with him. So, dear Monsieur Bonacieux never once suspected me?”

“On the contrary, madame. He’s proud of your discretion, and most of all, of your love.”

A faint, almost hidden, smile touched the young woman’s rosy lips. “But,” D’Artagnan went on, “how did you escape?”

“I waited for a moment when they left me on my own. Knowing since this morning the reason for my kidnapping, I used my sheets to climb out the window. Thinking my husband would be home, I hurried here.”

“To seek his help?”

“Oh, no, poor man! I knew he couldn’t defend me, but he could help in other ways. I wanted to warn him.”

“About what?”

“Oh, that’s not my secret, so I can’t say.”

“In any case,” D’Artagnan said gently, “forgive me, madame, but as a guardsman may I remind you to be cautious? I don’t think this is a safe place to confide in someone.”

The men I’ve chased off will come back with help; if they find us, we’re lost. I’ve sent for three friends—but who knows if any are home?”

“You’re right,” cried the frightened Mme. Bonacieux. “Let’s go! We need to get away.”

She slipped her arm through D’Artagnan’s and urged him to hurry. “But where shall we go, where can we hide?”

“First, let’s leave this house; we’ll decide what to do once we’re outside.”

Without bothering to close the door, the young woman and D’Artagnan hurried down the Rue des Fossoyeurs, turned onto the Rue des Fossés-Monsieur-le-Prince, and didn’t stop until they reached the Place St. Sulpice. “Now what? Where do you want me to take you?” D’Artagnan asked.

“I must admit, I don’t know,” replied Madame Bonacieux. “I wanted to inform Monsieur Laporte through my husband, so that Monsieur Laporte could tell us what has gone on at the Louvre these past three days and whether it’s safe for me to go there.”

“But I can go find Monsieur Laporte myself,” D’Artagnan suggested.

“That’s true, but there’s one problem: Monsieur Bonacieux is known at the Louvre and would be allowed in, but you are a stranger. They’d turn you away at the gate.”

“Still,” D’Artagnan said, “don’t you have a concierge at one of the doors who’s loyal to you? With the right password, they could—”

Madame Bonacieux looked at him closely.

“And if I give you the password,” she said, “will you forget it afterward?”

“On my honor, as a gentleman!” D’Artagnan replied so earnestly his sincerity was unmistakable. “Then I trust you. You seem very brave; besides, your loyalty could bring you good fortune.”

“I will do everything I can to serve the king and please the queen, and I don’t need any promise in return. Treat me as your friend.”

“But where shall I wait in the meantime?”

“Is there no one Monsieur Laporte can fetch you from?”

“No, I trust no one.”

“Wait,” D’Artagnan said, stopping. “We’re near Athos’s place. Here it is.”

“Who is Athos?”

“One of my friends.”

“But what if he’s there and sees me?”

“He isn’t home; and after I get you settled, I’ll take back the key.”

“But what if he comes back unexpectedly?”

“Oh, he won’t; and if he does, I’ll just tell him I brought in a woman who’s now waiting in his apartment.”

“But that would put me in quite an awkward spot.”

“What does it matter? Nobody knows you.”

“Besides, we can always skip formalities.”

“Then let’s head to your friend’s place. Where is it?”

“Rue Férou, just a short distance from here.”

“Let’s go!”

They set off. As D’Artagnan expected, Athos was not at home. He took the key, as usual for family, climbed the stairs, and showed Mme. Bonacieux into the modest apartment we’ve described. “This is your home now,” he said.

“Stay here, lock the door from the inside, and only open it if you hear three taps like this.” He knocked three times—two quick, firm taps and then a lighter one after a brief pause. “That’s perfect,” said Mme. Bonacieux. “Now, here’s what I need you to do.”

“I’m listening.”

“Go to the wicket at the Louvre, on the Rue de l’Echelle, and ask for Germain.”

“And then?”

“He’ll ask what you need, and you’ll answer with the words ‘Tours’ and ‘Bruxelles.’ He’ll immediately help you.”

“And what should I ask him to do?”

“Have him go get Monsieur Laporte, the queen’s valet de chambre.”

“And after you’ve told him, and Monsieur Laporte comes?”

“You’ll send him to me.”

“That’s clear, but how will I see you again—how will we meet up?”

“Do you want to see me again?”

“Of course.”

“You don’t have to worry about that—leave it to me.”

“I’ll trust your word.”

“You can.”

D’Artagnan bowed to Mme. Bonacieux, casting her the most affectionate look he could for her charming little figure. As he went down the stairs, he heard the door lock and bolt behind him. In two quick strides he reached the Louvre; entering the wicket of L’Echelle, he heard the clock strike ten.

All the events described happened in half an hour. Everything unfolded just as Mme. Bonacieux predicted. At the given password, Germain bowed. Minutes later, Laporte appeared at the lodge, and in a few words D’Artagnan told him where to find Mme. Bonacieux.

Laporte made sure by having the address repeated twice before he hurried off. But he had barely gone ten steps before he turned back. “Young man,” he said, “a word of advice.”

“What is it?”

“You may get into trouble for what just happened.”

“Do you think so?”

“Yes. Do you have a friend whose clock runs slow?”

“Well, yes…”

“Then go visit him now. He can say you were with him at half past nine. That’s what they look for in court—evidence.”

D’Artagnan found this advice sound. He ran off and soon reached M. de Tréville’s. Instead of joining the guests in the saloon, he requested to see M. de Tréville in private. As D’Artagnan was a frequent visitor, there was no hesitation. A servant went to tell M. de Tréville that his young compatriot wished to speak with him alone about something important. Five minutes later, M. de Tréville himself came to ask how he could help D’Artagnan and what brought him at such a late hour.

“Forgive me, monsieur,” D’Artagnan said, seizing the moment while they were alone to set M. de Tréville’s clock back by three-quarters of an hour. “I thought, since it’s only twenty-five minutes past nine, it wouldn’t be too late for a visit.”

“Twenty-five minutes past nine!” M. de Tréville exclaimed, glancing at the clock. “That can’t be!”

“See for yourself, monsieur,” D’Artagnan said, pointing to the clock.

“That’s true,” M. de Tréville conceded. “I must have lost track. But what do you want to talk about?”

D’Artagnan then launched into a long account about the queen. He shared his worries about Her Majesty, reporting what he had heard about the cardinal’s plot against Buckingham. He spoke so calmly and sincerely that M. de Tréville was all the more attentive, especially since he had recently noticed something odd in the behavior of the cardinal, the king, and the queen.

When the clock struck ten, D’Artagnan took his leave; M. de Tréville thanked him for the information and urged him always to think of the interests of the king and queen. D’Artagnan returned to the ground floor, but at the foot of the stairs remembered he had forgotten his cane.

He hurried back, reentered the office, and with a flick of his finger, adjusted the clock so that no one would suspect it had been tampered with. Now sure he had a witness for his alibi, he headed back into the street with confidence.




Chapter XI: In Which the Plot Thickens

After visiting M. de Tréville, the thoughtful D’Artagnan chose the longest way home. What filled his mind as he wandered off the usual paths, gazing at the stars above, at times sighing and sometimes smiling? He was thinking of Mme. Bonacieux. To the young apprentice Musketeer, she represented an almost perfect ideal of love.

Beautiful and mysterious, she was familiar with the secrets of the court, with a charming seriousness to her features that suggested she was not entirely indifferent. Such qualities are irresistible to those new to love. D’Artagnan had rescued her from the hands of those seeking to harm her, and this act of bravery created a bond of gratitude between them—one that often develops into something even more tender.

In his imagination, D’Artagnan pictured a messenger from the young woman arriving with a note suggesting a meeting, or perhaps a gold chain or diamond as a token of her appreciation. It wasn’t unusual for young knights to accept gifts from their king without the slightest embarrassment. In an age of relaxed morals, they were no less bold concerning their mistresses, who often gave them fine and lasting gifts, maybe hoping to prolong their brief affection with tangible keepsakes. Men navigated the world confidently, frequently supported by the modest women who followed them.

Those who were truly beautiful shared their beauty, which probably inspired the saying, “The most beautiful girl in the world can only give what she has.” Those who were wealthy contributed part of their riches as well; countless heroes from that gallant era could be named who would never have earned their spurs or won their battles without the purse—more or less filled—that their mistress had tied to their saddle. D’Artagnan, on the other hand, owned nothing. The provincial shyness that once clung to him, like the delicate fuzz on a peach, had vanished thanks to the candid advice of the three Musketeers.

Following the customs of the time, D’Artagnan saw his stay in Paris as a campaign—just like a mission in Flanders. Spain was there, women were here; in both cases, there were foes to confront and resources to gather. Yet, at this moment, D’Artagnan was motivated by a feeling far nobler and more selfless.

The mercer claimed he was wealthy, and the young man easily guessed that M. Bonacieux was far too weak to matter much. Self-interest seemed almost unknown to this budding romance, which had sprung from it. We say almost, for the idea of a young, beautiful, clever woman also being rich always adds to the charm of love, never lessens it.

In wealth, there are many elegant tastes and whims that perfectly complement physical beauty. A fine white stocking, a silken dress, a lace handkerchief, a dainty slipper, and a tasteful ribbon in her hair might not turn a plain woman into a beauty, but can make a pretty woman truly captivating. This is especially true for hands, which, to be genuinely beautiful, must remain unworked—especially in women.

As for D’Artagnan, as readers know, he certainly was no millionaire. He dreamed of becoming one someday, but that hope seemed far off.

Meanwhile, it hurt to see the woman he loved longing for all the little things that make a woman happy, while he felt unable to provide them. At least when a woman is rich and her lover is not, she can satisfy those desires herself; though usually it is with her husband’s money, her gratitude rarely goes to him. D’Artagnan, eager to be the most devoted of lovers, was also a loyal friend. Amidst his pursuit of the mercer’s wife, he did not forget his friends. The charming Mme. Bonacieux was just the kind of woman one would enjoy accompanying in the Plain St. Denis, at the St. Germain fair, or find himself with Athos, Porthos, and Aramis—companions with whom D’Artagnan often shared his thoughts. They enjoyed pleasant dinners, where one could clasp a friend’s hand in one hand and a mistress’s foot in the other. Moreover, in moments of danger or crisis, D’Artagnan would step forward as the savior of his companions. But what of M. Bonacieux? D’Artagnan had thrust him into the hands of the officers, publicly renouncing him even as he had promised in whispers to come to his rescue.

We must admit to our readers that D’Artagnan gave his host little thought; if he considered him at all, it was only to conclude that the man was likely just fine wherever he ended up. Love, after all, is the most self-centered of passions. But rest assured, dear readers, that while D’Artagnan might forget or pretend not to know where his host had gone, we have not forgotten, and we know exactly where he is. For now, however, let us follow the example of our lovestruck Gascon and put aside thoughts of the worthy mercer for later.

While D’Artagnan contemplated his romantic future, he lifted his eyes to the beautiful night sky, smiling at the stars as he walked up the Rue Cherish-Midi, or Chase-Midi, as it was called then.

As D’Artagnan wandered into the area where Aramis lived, he decided to visit his friend. He wanted to explain why he had sent Planchet with a request for Aramis to come at once to the mousetrap. Had Aramis been home when Planchet arrived, he would have hurried to the Rue des Fossoyeurs. There, he would have found only the two other friends, probably as puzzled as he. This mystery needed to be explained, or so D’Artagnan convinced himself. He also saw this as the perfect chance to talk about the enchanting Mme. Bonacieux, who filled his thoughts—if not his heart. After all, one can’t expect much secrecy amid first love.

First love brings such overwhelming happiness that if it isn’t allowed to overflow, it could smother you. For the last two hours, Paris had been in darkness, feeling almost deserted. The bells of Faubourg St. Germain struck eleven. The weather was delightful. D’Artagnan strolled down a lane where today the Rue d’Assas lies, breathing in fragrant breezes from the Rue de Vaugirard. The scents came from gardens refreshed by evening dew and the gentle night wind.

In the distance, muffled sounds of revelry drifted through the air, softened by sturdy shutters—the laughter and songs of drinkers enjoying themselves in the scattered taverns across the plain. As D’Artagnan reached the end of that path, he turned left. The house where Aramis lived sat between Rue Cassette and Rue Servandoni. Just past Rue Cassette, D’Artagnan spotted his friend’s home, its doorway shaded by a thick arch of sycamores and clematis.

Just then, he saw a shadow coming from Rue Servandoni. At first, he thought it was a man, cloaked and mysterious. But the small figure, timid steps, and uncertain movement soon revealed it was a woman. She seemed unsure of her path, glancing around nervously, pausing, stepping back, then moving forward again.

D’Artagnan was puzzled. “Should I go offer her help?” he wondered. “From her walk, she must be young; maybe she’s even beautiful. Oh, yes! But a woman out at this hour is likely meeting her lover. If I interrupted, that wouldn’t be the best way to begin an acquaintance.”

The woman kept approaching, counting the houses and windows as she went.

It was neither a long nor hard job. Only three houses stood on that stretch, and just two windows looked out onto the street—one in a wing facing Aramis’s, and the other belonging to him. “Pardieu!” D’Artagnan thought, recalling the theologian’s niece, “Pardieu, it would be funny if this nightbird was searching for our friend’s house. But by my soul, it looks likely. Ah, my dear Aramis, this time I will discover your secret.”

With that, D’Artagnan made himself as hidden as he could, crouching in the shadow near a stone bench set back in a niche. The woman came closer, and along with her light step, she let out a discreet cough, suggesting a sweet voice.

D’Artagnan took the cough as a signal. Whether it was answered by a cue that reassured the night visitor, or if she simply saw she’d reached her goal, she confidently approached Aramis’s shutter and tapped three times with her bent finger. “Quite the scene, dear Aramis,” D’Artagnan murmured. “Ah, Monsieur Hypocrite, you do immerse yourself in theology.”

Barely had the three knocks sounded when the inner blind was pulled back and a light flickered behind the outer shutter. “Ah, ah!” the eavesdropper exclaimed, “not through doors, but through windows! So, this visit was expected.”

“We’ll see the windows open, and the lady enter by ladder. How delightful!”

To D’Artagnan’s great surprise, the shutter stayed firmly shut. Even more strangely, the light that had flared for just a moment disappeared, plunging everything back into darkness. D’Artagnan thought this couldn’t last, so he watched and listened. He was right; after a moment, two sharp raps echoed from inside. The young woman outside replied with a single tap, and the shutter creaked open a crack.

It was hard to say if D’Artagnan wanted more to see or to hear. Sadly, the light had been moved to another room, but his eyes had adapted to the dark. Also, it’s said that Gascons, like cats, can see in low light.

In the gloom, D’Artagnan watched the woman pull a white object from her pocket. She quickly unfolded it—it was a handkerchief. She pointed out something in one corner, instantly reminding D’Artagnan of the handkerchief he’d found at Madame Bonacieux’s feet, which in turn reminded him of the one he’d found beneath Aramis’s foot. “What on earth does that handkerchief mean?”

From his spot, D’Artagnan couldn’t see Aramis’s face. He assumed it was his friend talking with the lady outside. Curiosity overtook caution, and taking advantage of the distraction the handkerchief provided, he slipped from his hiding place. Moving nimbly, he positioned himself near a corner where he could peek into Aramis’s room.

Just as he gained this vantage, D’Artagnan nearly gasped; it wasn’t Aramis speaking with the visitor, but a woman! He could only make out her figure, not her face.

Right then, the woman inside pulled out another handkerchief and exchanged it for the one just displayed. A few words passed between the two, then the shutter closed again. The woman outside turned and walked past D’Artagnan, only four paces away, pulling her hood over her face. But it was too late; D’Artagnan recognized Mme. Bonacieux.

Bonacieux! The thought struck D’Artagnan as soon as he saw the handkerchief. But what were the odds that Madame Bonacieux—who had summoned M. Laporte to take her back to the Louvre—would be on the streets of Paris at half past eleven at night, risking another abduction? This had to be something important. And what could be more important to a twenty-five-year-old woman than love?

But was she risking herself for her own sake, or someone else’s? This was the question tormenting the jealous young man, who considered himself her accepted lover. A direct way to learn where Mme. Bonacieux was going presented itself: simply follow her. The idea was so obvious that D’Artagnan followed it at once. Yet as he stepped from the wall like a statue leaving its niche, the sound of his steps alerted Mme. Bonacieux.

She gave a small cry and fled. D’Artagnan quickly followed. It was easy to catch up with a woman struggling with her cloak. He reached her before she crossed a third of the street. The poor woman was not exhausted from running, but from sheer terror. When D’Artagnan placed his hand on her shoulder, she sank to one knee, her voice stifled with fright as she pleaded, “Kill me if you must, but you’ll learn nothing!”

D’Artagnan lifted her, wrapping his arm around her waist, but felt her weight as she nearly fainted. He hurried to reassure her with passionate declarations of loyalty. However, these promises meant little to Madame Bonacieux.

Bonacieux: “You mean one of those charming friends of yours who always seem to attract trouble?”

D’Artagnan laughed. “Maybe you’re right. But I assure you, my intentions were pure coincidence. I just saw a woman knocking at a friend’s window, and I couldn’t just stand by.”

Mme. Bonacieux’s smile broadened, her fear disappearing completely. “So, you helped me by accident? How fortunate for me!”

“Fortunate indeed,” D’Artagnan answered, light but sincere. “Still, I would have come anyway. Your safety matters most to me.”

She looked into his eyes, sensing he was genuine. “Thank you, D’Artagnan. I don’t know what I would have done without you.”

“Let’s not think about that,” he replied, waving a hand. “You’re safe now. But tell me, what brings you out here in the dark?”

“I was trying to escape,” she whispered. “There are people who mean me harm.”

D’Artagnan’s look grew hard. “Then we shouldn’t stay. Come, let’s get you to safety.”

“Without a doubt; Aramis is one of my closest friends.”

“Aramis? Who’s he?”

“Come now, you can’t tell me you don’t know Aramis?”

“This is the very first I’ve heard the name.”

“Then it’s your first time visiting that house?”

“It is.”

“And you didn’t know a young man lived there?”

“No.”

“A Musketeer?”

“Not at all!”

“Then he wasn’t the one you came to see?”

“Not in the least. Besides, you saw the person I spoke to was a woman.”

“That’s true; but this woman is a friend of Aramis—”

“I know nothing about that.”

“—since she lodges with him.”

“That’s not my concern.”

“But who is she?”

“Oh, I’m not at liberty to say.”

“My dear Madame Bonacieux, you are delightful; and also one of the most mysterious women I know.”

“Does that hurt me?”

“No; in fact, it’s enchanting.”

“Then give me your arm.”

“Of course. And now?”

“Now, escort me.”

“Where to?”

“To where I’m going.”

“But where is that?”

“You’ll see, since you’ll leave me at the door.”

“Should I wait for you?”

“That’s unnecessary.”

“You’ll come back alone?”

“Maybe yes, maybe no.”

“But who will be with you—a man or a woman?”

“I don’t know yet.”

“But I will find out!”

“How?”

“I’ll wait for you to come out.”

“In that case, goodbye.”

“Why?”

“I don’t want you with me.”

“But you said—”

“I wanted a gentleman’s help, not a spy’s attention.”

“That’s a harsh word.”

“What do you call someone who follows another against their will?”

“They’re indiscreet.”

“That sounds too mild.”

“Well, madame, I see I must do as you wish.”

“Why didn’t you do that straight away?”

“Is there no value in repentance?”

“And are you truly repentant?”

“I’m not sure. But I promise to do whatever you want if you let me walk you to your destination.”

“And then you’ll leave?”

“Yes.”

“Not waiting for me to return?”

“No.”

“On your word of honor?”

“As a gentleman.”

“Take my arm; let’s go.”

D’Artagnan offered his arm to Madame Bonacieux, who took it with a mix of laughter and nervousness. Together, they walked to the top of Rue de la Harpe. When they arrived, the young woman hesitated again, just as she had before on Rue Vaugirard. Still, by certain signs, she seemed to recognize a door. Approaching it, she said, “Here, monsieur, is where I have business. Thank you a thousand times for your honorable escort; it’s spared me dangers I couldn’t have faced alone. But now, please keep your promise—I am at my destination.”

“And you won’t have anything to fear on your way home?” he asked.

“No more than robbers.”

“And isn’t that a worry?”

“What could they take? I have not a penny.”

“You forget that beautiful handkerchief with the coat of arms.”

“Which one?”

“The one I found at your feet and returned to your pocket.”

“Hush, you reckless man!”

“Are you trying to ruin me?”

“You can plainly see dangers still threaten you; a single word makes you tremble. You admit that if that word were spoken, you’d be in danger. Come now, madame!” D’Artagnan urged, taking her hands and looking at her with passion. “Be more generous. Trust me. Haven’t you read in my eyes that I’m filled only with devotion and sympathy?”

“Yes,” answered Mme. Bonacieux. “So, ask me about my own secrets, and I’ll tell you; but those of others—that’s another matter.”

“Very well,” D’Artagnan said, “I’ll discover them for myself. Since these secrets could affect your life, they must also concern mine.”

“Be careful what you do!” the young woman warned, her voice so serious it startled D’Artagnan. “Oh, please don’t get involved with what concerns me.”

“Don’t try to help me in my affairs. I beg you, by the bond between us, and for what you’ve done for me—something I’ll never forget as long as I live. Instead, trust me. Stop worrying about me; for you, I might as well not exist.”

“Must Aramis be as forgotten as I, madame?” D’Artagnan replied, irritated. “This is the second or third time you mention him, but I’ve told you—I don’t know him.”

“You don’t recognize the man whose shutter you knocked on a moment ago? Honestly, madame, you must take me for a fool!”

“Come, admit that you’re making it all up and inventing this figure just to provoke me into taking a stand.”

“I’m not inventing anything, madame; I’m not creating anything.”

“I only speak the plain truth.”

“And you say one of your friends lives in that house?”

“Yes, and I’ll repeat it a third time: my friend Aramis lives there.”

“All this will come out in time,” murmured the woman. “No, monsieur, please, say no more.”

“If you could see my heart,” D’Artagnan replied, “you’d find so much curiosity there that you’d pity me, and so much love that you’d instantly relieve my curiosity. We have nothing to fear from those who love us.”

“You speak of love so suddenly, monsieur,” the woman replied, shaking her head. “That’s because love arrived so suddenly, and it’s my first time; and I am only twenty.”

She glanced at him from the corner of her eye. “Listen, I’m already on the trail,” D’Artagnan went on. “About three months ago, I almost fought a duel with Aramis over a handkerchief just like the one you showed to the woman in the house—marked the same, I’m sure.”

“Monsieur,” the young woman said, “your questions wear me out, I assure you.”

“But you, madame, as careful as you are, think about this: if you were arrested with that handkerchief, and they took it from you, wouldn’t you be at risk?”

“In what way? The initials are mine—C. “B., Constance Bonacieux.”

“Or Camille de Bois-Tracy.”

“Be quiet, monsieur! Silence! If the dangers I run for myself don’t discourage you, think of the risks you might draw on yourself!”

“Me?”

“Yes—there’s the danger of arrest, even of death, just for knowing me.”

“Then I can’t leave you.”

“Monsieur!” the woman pleaded, folding her hands. “Monsieur, for heaven’s sake, by your honor as a soldier and your courtesy as a gentleman, please go! Look, it’s almost midnight! That’s when I’m expected.”

“Madame,” the young man replied, bowing deeply, “I can’t refuse a request like that. Rest assured, I’ll leave.”

“But you won’t follow me? You won’t watch me?”

“I’ll go straight home.”

“Ah, I knew you were a good, brave young man,” said Madame Bonacieux, offering her hand while she rested the other on the knocker of a small door nearly hidden in the wall. D’Artagnan took her hand and kissed it passionately. “Ah! I wish I had never met you!” he said, speaking with a raw honesty that many women find more appealing than polished manners, for it reveals the true depths of his feelings and shows that emotion overrules reason. “Well!” Mme. Bonacieux replied, her voice nearly tender as she kept hold of D’Artagnan’s




Chapter XII: George Villiers, Duke Of Buckingham

Madame Bonacieux and the duke entered the Louvre with ease. Mme. Bonacieux was widely known as an associate of the queen, while the duke wore the uniform of the Musketeers of M. de Tréville, who, as stated earlier, were assigned to guard duty that evening. Furthermore, Germain was aligned with the queen’s interests. Should anything go wrong, Mme. Bonacieux would be blamed for bringing her lover into the Louvre—that was the extent of the danger she faced, and she accepted that risk willingly. Her reputation would undoubtedly suffer, but in her eyes, what value did the reputation of a humble mercer’s wife really hold in the world?

Inside the palace grounds, the duke and the young woman moved along the wall for about twenty-five steps. After that distance, Madame Bonacieux pushed open a small servants’ door—normally closed at night but left open during the day. The door creaked open. They entered and were met by darkness. Madame Bonacieux, however, was well-acquainted with the intricate layout of this part of the Louvre reserved for the household. She closed the door behind them, took the duke by the hand, and after a few cautious steps, found the balustrade. Placing her foot on the first stair, she began to climb. The duke counted two flights before she turned right into a long hall. After descending another flight and taking a few more steps, she used a key to unlock a door, opened it, and led the duke into a small, dimly lit room glowing only with the light of a lamp. “Remain here, my Lord Duke; someone will come to see you,” she said, then exited through the door and locked it behind her, leaving the duke effectively a prisoner.

Still, even alone, the Duke of Buckingham felt no fear. A defining trait of his character was an eagerness for adventure and a fondness for romance. Courageous, impulsive, and ingenious, this was hardly the first time he had risked his life in daring exploits. He had discovered that the supposed message from Anne of Austria, which had lured him to Paris, was in fact a trap. Yet, instead of leaving for England, he took the opportunity to declare to the queen that he would not leave without seeing her. At first, the queen firmly refused; however, she soon became concerned that the duke, if pushed, might act rashly. Just as she decided she must meet him and urge him to leave at once, Mme. Bonacieux, assigned to fetch the duke and escort him to the Louvre, was abducted. For two days, her whereabouts were a mystery, and everyone remained in suspense. Once she was freed and could communicate with Laporte, the sequence resumed, and she embarked on the dangerous mission that, but for her capture, would have been completed three days sooner.

Left to himself, Buckingham walked over to the mirror. His Musketeer’s uniform suited him perfectly. At thirty-five, he was universally acknowledged as the handsomest gentleman and the most elegant cavalier in both France and England. As the favorite of two kings, immensely wealthy and able to wield great power in a kingdom he could disrupt or stabilize at will, George Villiers, Duke of Buckingham, led a life so extraordinary that it continues to amaze future generations.

Self-confident and proud, he considered himself above the laws binding ordinary men. He pursued his desires relentlessly, even when his ambitions were so grand they would have seemed madness to anyone else. This audacity had made it possible to approach the proud, beautiful Anne of Austria repeatedly and to win her affection by dazzling her with his charm.

He stood before the mirror, as noted earlier, restoring the waves of his hair, tousled by his hat. He curled his mustache, and with his heart brimming with joy—happy and proud to be on the verge of the longed-for moment—he smiled at his reflection with both pride and hope.

At that moment, a door hidden in the tapestry opened, and a woman entered. Buckingham glimpsed her in the mirror and caught his breath. It was the queen! Anne of Austria was then twenty-six or twenty-seven years old, in the full bloom of her beauty. She moved with the grace of royalty, her presence almost divine; her eyes sparkled like emeralds, combining both sweetness and majesty. Her mouth was small and rosy, her underlip slightly prominent—a trait of the House of Austria—but alluring when she smiled and commanding when she frowned. Her complexion was famed for its velvet softness, and her hands and arms were so beautiful that poets praised them as beyond compare. Her hair, which had darkened from blonde to chestnut with age, was simply styled in curls and powdered, framing her face exquisitely. Even the harshest critic could only wish for a hint less rouge, while a perfectionist might imagine a slightly finer line to her nose.

For a brief moment, Buckingham was dazzled. To him, Anne of Austria had never looked so beautiful—not at any ball, fête, or carnival—as she did now, dressed in a simple white satin gown and accompanied by Donna Estafania, the only one of her Spanish attendants not yet removed by the king’s jealousy or Richelieu’s plotting. Anne advanced with quiet composure.

Buckingham dropped to his knees, and before the queen could stop him, kissed the hem of her gown. “Duke, you know this situation was not contrived by me.”

“Yes, yes, madame! Yes, your Majesty!” the duke exclaimed. “I must have been out of my senses to imagine that snow could become warm or that marble could come to life. But what of it? Those who love are easily deceived by such illusions. Besides, this adventure has brought me nothing but the joy of seeing you again.”

“Yes,” Anne replied, “but surely you realize why, and how, you see me now. You remain in this city without thinking of my suffering, risking both your life and my honor.”

“I come to you to say that everything keeps us apart—the sea between us, the enmity of our countries, the vows we have both sworn. It is sacrilege to struggle against these powers, my Lord. In short, I see you here only to tell you that we must never meet again.”

“Speak, madame, speak, your Majesty,” said Buckingham. “The music of your voice softens the meaning of your words. You talk of sacrilege! But the true sacrilege is the separation of two souls that God has joined together.”

“My Lord,” the queen said, “you forget that I have never told you I loved you.”

“But you have never told me you didn’t love me either. And to say so now would be ungrateful, your Majesty. Where else will you find such love—a love that years cannot diminish, nor absence, nor hopelessness? A love that clings even to a lost ribbon, a single glance, a stray word?”

“It’s now been three years, madame, since I first saw you, and in all that time my love has never faltered. Should I describe what you wore that day? Picture it: you sat on Spanish-style cushions, in a green satin gown embroidered with gold and silver, with flowing sleeves tied at your beautiful arms—those arms sparkling with large diamonds. A ruff framed your neck, and your cap matched your gown, topped with a heron’s feather.”

“Enough! Enough! I close my eyes, I see you then; I open them, I see you now—a hundred times lovelier!”

“What madness,” murmured Anne of Austria, unable to find the strength to scold the duke for cherishing her image so dearly. “What madness to sustain such a futile passion with memories!”

“And what else have I to live on? Memory is my sole treasure, my only hope. Each time I see you, it’s like a new diamond added to the casket of my heart.”

“This is the fourth time you have dropped something, madame, and I have picked it up. In three years, I have only seen you four times—the first, as I told you; the second was at Madame de Chevreuse’s; the third, in the gardens at Amiens.”

“Duke,” the queen said, her cheeks reddening, “let us not speak of that night.”

“Oh, but we must! On the contrary, let us remember! That was the happiest, most luminous night of my life. Have you forgotten how beautiful it was? The air soft, fragrant; the sky, infinitely blue and full of stars. In those moments, madame, I was lucky enough to be alone with you. You were about to tell me all—the loneliness of your life, the sorrow in your heart.”

You leaned against my arm—it was this arm, madame! As I bent my head near yours, your lovely hair brushed my cheek, and I trembled. Oh, Queen! You cannot imagine the bliss of heaven, the joy of paradise, contained in such a fleeting moment. Take my wealth, my fortune, my glory—everything I could ever wish for—as long as I have a single instant, a single night, like that.

“For that night, madame, on that night you loved me—I will swear it!”

“My Lord, yes; perhaps in that moment—the beauty of the evening, the power of your eyes, a thousand circumstances that sometimes conspire to trap a woman—maybe all those made me weak. But, my Lord, you saw how instantly the queen came to my aid. At your first word, your first liberty, I cried out for help.”

“Yes, yes, true. Any love but mine would have died there; mine rose from it stronger than ever. You thought you could escape me by returning to Paris; you imagined I would not dare leave the treasure my master had entrusted me with. But what did treasures or kings mean to me? Eight days later, I came back, madame.”

That time I returned, when you had nothing to say to me, I risked my life and reputation for a glimpse of you. I didn’t even touch your hand, but you forgave me—out of kindness, if nothing else.

“Yes, but the scandal fell on me for all these actions, though you know, my Lord, I was not involved. The king, provoked by the cardinal, made a terrible fuss. Madame de Vernet was sent away from me, Putange exiled, Madame de Chevreuse disgraced. When you tried to come back to France as ambassador, the king himself—forgive me, my Lord—the king himself refused you.”

“Yes, and now France will pay for her king’s refusal with war. I may not see you, but you will hear of me. Why do you think I have come to Ré, or why I am joining the Protestants at La Rochelle?”

Seeing you again gives me hope. It’s true, I can’t storm Paris with sword in hand. Yet this war may bring peace, and peace will require negotiations—negotiations that only I could lead. They will not dare refuse me then. I will return to Paris, to see you again, to have another moment of happiness. Perhaps thousands will fall for my joy, but what does it matter if I see you again? Perhaps it is folly—madness even. But tell me, madame, what woman has a lover more devoted? What queen a servant more passionate?”

“My Lord, your justification only condemns you more.”

“All your passionate words seem to me like crimes.”

“That’s because you do not love me, madame! If you did, you would judge differently. If you loved me—ah, if you loved me—that happiness would drive me mad. Ah, Madame de Chevreuse was not so cruel. Holland loved her, and she loved him back.”

“Madame de Chevreuse was not a queen,” murmured Anne of Austria, unable to hide the effect of such intense emotion. “Then if I were not a queen, you would love me?”

“Say you love me, madame! Let me believe that it is only your rank standing in my way; let me hope that, had you been in Madame de Chevreuse’s place, there would have been hope for poor Buckingham. Thank you, my queen—a hundred thanks for those gentle words!”

“Oh, my Lord! You are mistaken; you misunderstand me. I did not mean—”

“Silence, silence!” interrupted the duke. “If I am happy in my belief, don’t be so cruel as to destroy it.”

“You said yourself, madame, that I have fallen into a trap; I may very well die because of it. It may seem odd, but I have had a sense for a while now that my end is near.” He smiled, a sadness blending with his charm.

“Oh, God!” Anne of Austria exclaimed, her voice full of terror, revealing a deeper concern for Buckingham than she would dare confess. “I don’t say this to frighten you—it sounds foolish even as I say it. I don’t usually believe in dreams or premonitions. Still, the hope you give me now would make my death worthwhile.”

“But I, too,” Anne continued, “have had premonitions, Duke. I have dreamed about you. I saw you lying on the ground, bleeding, wounded.”

“In your dream, was it my left side that was wounded? Was I stabbed with a knife?” Buckingham asked.

“Yes, my Lord, exactly—the left side, with a knife.”

“How could you know about my dream? I have told no one but God, and only in my prayers.”

“That is enough for me. You love me, madame—that is all I need.”

“Love you? Me?”

“Yes, yes. Would God send us the same dreams if you didn’t love me? Would we have the same premonitions if our lives were not connected? You love me, my beautiful queen, and you will mourn for me?”

“Oh, God, oh, God!” cried Anne of Austria. “It is too much to bear!”

“In heaven’s name, Duke, leave me! I do not know if I love you or not; I only know I cannot betray my heart. Have pity on me and go! If you were to die in France, if I were somehow responsible for your death, the grief would drive me mad. So please, I beg you—leave!”

Buckingham gazed at her, entranced. “You are more beautiful now than ever! How much I love you!”

“Go, go, I beg you, and return to me one day! Return as an ambassador, as a minister, with guards and servants to watch over you. Then, I will no longer fear for your safety, and will rejoice to see you again.”

“Oh, you truly promise this?”

“Yes.”

“Then I ask for a token—a keepsake to prove this is no dream. Something you have worn, that I can wear—a ring, a chain, anything.”

“If I give you what you ask, you will indeed go?”

“Yes.”

“Right away?”

“Yes.”

“You swear you’ll leave France and return to England?”

“I swear it.”

“Then wait here for just a moment.”

Anne of Austria entered her chamber and quickly returned, bearing a rosewood casket with her golden cipher. “Here, my Lord—take this as a token from me.”

Buckingham gratefully accepted the casket and knelt again. “You promised to go,” the queen said.

“And I will keep my word. Your hand, madame—your hand, and then I will depart!”

Anne reached out, closing her eyes and leaning against Estafania, feeling her strength vanish.

Buckingham fervently kissed her hand, rose, and declared, “Within six months, if I am alive, I will see you again, madame—even if I have to turn the world upside down.” True to his word, he hurried from the apartment. In the corridor, he found Mme. Bonacieux waiting, and with the same caution and luck, she guided him out of the Louvre.




Chapter XIII: Monsieur Bonacieux

Meanwhile, there was one character we have barely mentioned, despite his dire circumstance. This was M. Bonacieux, the unwitting victim caught in the midst of the political and romantic intrigue woven through this gallant and chivalrous era. Whether or not the reader remembers him, we have promised to follow his fate.

The men who arrested him took him straight to the Bastille, where he trembled as he passed a group of soldiers loading their muskets. Inside, he was led into a dim, half-subterranean corridor, and there those who had brought him subjected him to the most degrading insults and harshest treatment. Realizing immediately that they weren’t dealing with a gentleman, they treated Bonacieux as they would a common peasant. After half an hour of suffering, a clerk finally arrived to call an end to his physical torment, though not to his anxiety, and ordered his transfer elsewhere.

Bonacieux was brought to the Chamber of Examination. Usually, prisoners were questioned in their cells, but not so with M. Bonacieux. Two guards led the mercer through a court and into a corridor guarded by three sentinels. There they opened a door and pushed him into a small, simply furnished room containing only a table, a chair, and the commissary. The commissary sat at the table, writing when Bonacieux entered. The guards brought the prisoner to the table, and by a gesture from the commissary, they stepped far enough back to be unable to hear the conversation.

The commissary, who had been hunched over his paperwork, now looked up to study the man before him. He was a man of singularly unpleasant appearance, with a sharp nose, yellow, high cheekbones, and small but piercing eyes. His face bore the craftiness of both a polecat and a fox. His head, perched atop a long, flexible neck, jutted out from beneath a voluminous black robe, and moved forward like a tortoise poking from its shell.

He began by gathering M. Bonacieux’s basic details: name, age, occupation, and residence. The accused answered, “My name is Jacques Michel Bonacieux. I am fifty-one years old, a retired mercer, living at Rue des Fossoyeurs, No.

The commissary, instead of pressing further with questions, digressed into a long speech about the dangers facing ordinary citizens who meddle in matters of state. He described at length the power and achievements of the cardinal—this extraordinary minister, conqueror of his rivals, model of future statesmen—whose authority could never be challenged without grave consequences.

When he finished, he fixed his predatory gaze on poor Bonacieux, and advised him to consider the gravity of his predicament. By now Bonacieux had reflected on his fate; he cursed the day M. Laporte decided to marry him off to his goddaughter—more so, the moment that same goddaughter was made Lady of the Linen to Her Majesty.

At heart, M. Bonacieux was selfishness itself, mixed with sordid greed and utter cowardice. The fondness he felt for his young wife was little more than an afterthought, no match for the base instincts guiding him. Bonacieux weighed the words he’d just heard. “But, Monsieur Commissary,” he said confidently, “believe me, no one appreciates more than I do the merit of the extraordinary eminence under whom we serve.”

“Do you indeed?” the commissary said skeptically. “If that’s so, how did you end up in the Bastille?”

“How I got here—or rather, why—I simply cannot say, for I have no idea myself. But I assure you it is not from having, knowingly at least, offended Monsieur the Cardinal.”

“You must have committed some crime, since you are here, charged with high treason.”

“High treason!” Bonacieux cried in panic. “High treason!”

“How could a poor mercer, who detests Huguenots and hates Spaniards, be accused of high treason? Impossible, monsieur!”

“Monsieur Bonacieux,” the commissary said, with a look that seemed to penetrate to the marrow, “do you have a wife?”

“Yes, monsieur,” the mercer replied, trembling, sensing the conversation was taking a dangerous turn. “That is—I had one.”

“What do you mean by ‘had one’? What happened, if you don’t have her anymore?”

“They took her away, monsieur.”

“Took her? Ah!”

Bonacieux took this “Ah!” as an ominous sign—a sure sign that things were getting worse.

“They took her,” the commissary repeated. “Do you know who was responsible?”

“I think I do.”

“Who is it?”

“But let me make clear, Monsieur the Commissary, I’m only sharing a suspicion—not a certainty.”

“Whom do you suspect? Tell me honestly.”

Bonacieux was thoroughly confused. Should he deny everything or confess? If he denied it, it might seem like he had something to hide; if he confessed, maybe it would show his good intentions. After considering, he decided to tell all.

“I suspect a tall, dark man with an authoritative manner, someone who looks like a nobleman. He has followed us several times, especially when I wait at the Louvre gate to bring my wife home,” he said.

At this, the commissary showed a sudden flicker of concern.

“And his name?” he asked.

“Oh, as for his name, I do not know. But if I were ever to see him again, I would recognize him immediately, I assure you

# Chapter XIV: The Man Of Meung

The crowd had gathered not in anticipation of a hanging, but in the grim reality of a man who had already met his fate. The carriage, pausing for a brief moment, continued on its way, weaving through the crowd, gliding down the Rue St. Honoré, turning onto the Rue des Bons Enfants, and finally stopping before a low door. The door opened, and two guards stepped forward to receive Bonacieux from the officer supporting him. They carried him through a narrow passageway, up a flight of stairs, and laid him in an antechamber. To Bonacieux, all these movements felt automatic; he walked as if in a dream, glimpsing his surroundings through a dense fog.

His ears registered sounds without truly comprehending them; he might have been executed in that moment without making a single move in his defense or crying out for mercy. He sat on the bench, his back against the wall and his hands dangling at his sides, exactly where the guards had placed him. As he looked around, he noticed no immediate threats; nothing suggested he was truly in danger. The bench was comfortably cushioned, the wall covered with beautiful Cordovan leather, and large red damask curtains, held back by gold clasps, billowed gently in front of the window. Slowly, he realized that his fear had been exaggerated. He began turning his head from side to side, then up and down. Since no one challenged these movements, he grew a bit braver and cautiously drew up one leg, then the other. Finally, using his hands, he lifted himself from the bench and stood.

Just then, an officer with a friendly manner opened a door, exchanged a few words with someone in the next room, and then approached the prisoner.  
“Is your name Bonacieux?” the officer asked.  
“Yes, Monsieur Officer,” the mercer stammered, looking more dead than alive. “At your service.”  
“Come in,” the officer said, stepping aside so the mercer could pass.

The mercer obeyed silently, entering the chamber that seemed prepared for him. It was a large, close, and stuffy room, its walls lined with an assortment of offensive and defensive weapons. A fire crackled in the fireplace, even though it was barely the end of September. In the center of the room stood a square table cluttered with books and papers, and on it lay a huge map of the city of La Rochelle.

Standing before the fire was a man of medium height, radiating an air of haughty self-assurance. His sharp eyes, prominent brow, and thin face were set off by a royal (or imperial, as we would now call it) hat perched on his head, beneath which curled a pair of mustaches. Though he was scarcely thirty-six or thirty-seven years old, streaks of gray already showed in his hair, mustache, and hat. Aside from a sword, he bore all the marks of a soldier; his buff boots, still dusted, showed he had been on horseback earlier that day. This man was Armand Jean Duplessis, Cardinal de Richelieu—not the frail figure often depicted today, worn down and suffering like an old man, slouched in a large armchair as if he were waiting for death, speaking with a faded voice. He was not merely surviving on the power of his intellect or fighting a silent battle with Europe through the persistence of his thoughts. Instead, he was alive and well at this moment, an active, gallant cavalier. Though his body was already weakened, he was sustained by the moral strength that made him one of the most extraordinary figures in history. He had recently supported the Duc de Nevers in his duchy of Mantua and had taken Nîmes, Castres, and Uzès, now preparing to drive the English from the Isle of Ré and lay siege to La Rochelle.

At first glance, nothing about him suggested that he was a cardinal, making it impossible for anyone who did not know him to guess the man's identity. The poor mercer stood in the doorway as the cardinal fixed his piercing gaze on him, as if searching the depths of his past.

“Is this Bonacieux?” he asked after a moment of silence.  
“Yes, monseigneur,” the officer replied.  
“Very well. Bring me those papers and leave us.”

The officer gathered the indicated papers from the table and handed them to the man who requested them, bowed respectfully, and left the room. Bonacieux recognized the documents as his interrogations from the Bastille. Now and then, the man by the fire would raise his eyes from the papers, stabbing the poor mercer with a look as sharp as a dagger.

After ten minutes spent reading—and just ten seconds to look up—the cardinal seemed satisfied. “That head has never conspired,” he murmured, “but it doesn’t matter; we shall see.”

“You are accused of high treason,” the cardinal said slowly.  
“I’ve already been told that, monseigneur,” Bonacieux replied, addressing his interrogator by the title he’d heard from the officer. “But I swear to you, I know nothing about it.”

The cardinal suppressed a smile.  
“You have conspired with your wife, with Madame de Chevreuse, and with my Lord Duke of Buckingham.”  
“Indeed, monseigneur,” the mercer replied, “I have heard my wife mention all those names.”  
“And on what occasion?”  
“She claimed that Cardinal de Richelieu brought the Duke of Buckingham to Paris to ruin both him and the queen.”  
“She said that?” the cardinal exclaimed, his voice rising in anger.  
“Yes, monseigneur, but I told her she was wrong to talk about such things and that his Eminence was incapable—”  
“Silence! You are a fool,” the cardinal interrupted sharply.  
“That’s exactly what my wife called me, monseigneur.”  
“Do you know who took your wife?”  
“No, monseigneur.”  
“But you have suspicions?”  
“Yes, monseigneur; but those suspicions seemed to displease Monsieur the Commissary, so I let them go.”  
“Your wife has escaped. Did you know that?”  
“No, monseigneur. I only learned about it in prison, from Monsieur the Commissary—an amiable man.”

The cardinal suppressed a smile.  
“So, you don’t know what has become of your wife since her escape?”  
“Not at all, monseigneur; but I imagine she has gone back to the Louvre.”  
“At one o’clock this morning, she had not returned.”  
“My God! What could have happened to her, then?”  
“We’ll find out, don’t worry. Nothing escapes the cardinal; the cardinal knows everything.”  
“In that case, monseigneur, do you think the cardinal might kindly let me know where my wife is?”  
“Perhaps he will; but first, you must tell the cardinal everything you know about your wife’s connections with Madame de Chevreuse.”  
“But, monseigneur, I know nothing about them; I have never even seen her.”  
“When you went to pick your wife up from the Louvre, did you always go straight home?”  
“Almost never; she had business with linen merchants, and I would walk her to their shops.”  
“How many of these linen merchants were there?”  
“Two, monseigneur.”  
“And where did they live?”  
“One on Rue de Vaugirard, the other on Rue de la Harpe.”  
“Did you go into these houses with her?”  
“Never, monseigneur; I waited outside.”  
“And what reason did she give for going in alone?”  
“She gave me none; she simply told me to wait, and I waited.”  
“You are quite an accommodating husband, my dear Monsieur Bonacieux,” the cardinal said.

“He calls me his dear Monsieur,” the mercer murmured to himself. “*Peste!* Things are looking good.”

“Would you recognize those doors again?”  
“Yes.”  
“Do you remember the numbers?”  
“Yes.”  
“What are they?”  
“No. 25 on Rue de Vaugirard; 75 on Rue de la Harpe.”

“Very good,” said the cardinal. He picked up a silver bell and rang it. The officer entered. “Go,” he whispered, “and find Rochefort. Tell him to come here at once, if he has returned.”  
“The count is here,” the officer replied, “and requests to speak with your Eminence immediately.”  
“Let him come in, then!” the cardinal said eagerly.

The officer rushed from the room with the readiness all the cardinal’s servants had when carrying out his orders. “To your Eminence!” murmured Bonacieux, his eyes wide with astonishment. Barely five seconds passed after the officer disappeared when the door opened and a new person entered. “It’s him!” Bonacieux cried out.

“Him? Who is he?” asked the cardinal.  
“The man who kidnapped my wife.”  
The cardinal rang the bell again. The officer returned promptly. “Take this man back and keep him in custody until I call for him,” he ordered.  
“No, monseigneur, no! It's not him!” Bonacieux cried desperately. “I was wrong. This is a different man; he looks nothing like the abductor. I assure you, monsieur is an honest man.”  
“Take that fool away!” the cardinal snapped.

The officer grabbed Bonacieux by the arm and led him into the antechamber, where his two guards waited. The newcomer watched Bonacieux impatiently until he was out of sight, and as soon as the door closed, he leaned closer to the cardinal, eager to speak.

“They have met,” he announced.  
“Who?” his Eminence asked.  
“He and she.”  
“The queen and the duke?” Richelieu said.  
“Yes.”  
“Where?”  
“At the Louvre.”  
“You’re certain?”  
“Absolutely certain.”  
“Who told you?”  
“Madame de Lannoy, who is devoted to your Eminence, as you know.”  
“Why didn’t she tell me sooner?”  
“Whether by chance or caution, the queen had Madame de Surgis sleep in her room and kept her there all day.”  
“Well, we have been outmaneuvered! Now let’s prepare our counterattack.”  
“I will help you with all my heart, monseigneur; you can rely on me.”  
“How did it happen?”  
“At half past twelve, the queen was with her ladies—”  
“Where?”  
“In her bedchamber—”  
“Go on.”  
“Then someone arrived, bringing a handkerchief from the queen’s laundress.”  
“And then?”  
“The queen suddenly showed great agitation; despite her makeup, she visibly paled—”  
“And then, and then?”  
“She stood up and, in a changed voice, said, ‘Ladies, wait for me ten minutes; I’ll return soon.’ She went into her alcove and left.”  
“Why didn’t Madame de Lannoy inform you right away?”  
“Nothing was certain; besides, her Majesty told them to ‘wait for me,’ and she didn’t dare disobey.”  
“How long was the queen gone?”  
“Forty-five minutes.”  
“Did any of her ladies go with her?”  
“Only Donna Estafania.”  
“Did she come back afterward?”  
“Yes, but only to pick up a small rosewood casket with her cipher, and she left again right away.”  
“And when she finally returned, did she have the casket?”  
“No.”  
“Does Madame de Lannoy know what was in that casket?”  
“Yes; the diamond studs his Majesty gave the queen.”  
“And she did not bring the casket back?”  
“No.”  
“Madame de Lannoy believes she gave them to Buckingham?”  
“She is certain.”  
“How can she be so sure?”  
“During the day, Madame de Lannoy, in her role as the queen’s tire-woman, looked for the casket, got worried when she couldn’t find it, and finally questioned the queen.”  
“And the queen?”  
“The queen blushed deeply and said she broke one of the studs last night and sent it to her goldsmith to be repaired.”  
“We must verify this with the goldsmith.”  
“I’ve already seen him.”  
“And what did he say?”  
“He hasn’t heard anything about it.”  
“Well, well! Rochefort, not all is lost; maybe—maybe this will work in our favor.”  
“To be honest, I have no doubt of your Eminence’s resourcefulness—”  
“To repair my agent’s mistakes—is that what you mean?”  
“That’s exactly what I was about to say, if your Eminence had let me finish.”  
“By the way, do you know where the Duchesse de Chevreuse and the Duke of Buckingham are hiding?”  
“No, monseigneur; my contacts could not find out anything.”  
“But I do.”  
“You, monseigneur?”  
“Yes; or at least I have suspicions.”  
"They are at Rue de Vaugirard, No. 25, and Rue de la Harpe, No. 75."  
"Shall I order their immediate arrest?"  
"It is too late; they will already have left."  
"Still, we can be sure not to let them escape."  
"Send ten of my Guardsmen to search both addresses thoroughly."  
"At once, monseigneur."

Rochefort hurried out. Left alone, the cardinal paused to reflect, then rang the bell a third time. The same officer appeared. "Bring the prisoner back," the cardinal said.

M. Bonacieux was brought back in, and following a signal from the cardinal, the officer stepped back.  
“You have deceived me!” the cardinal said sternly.  
“Me? Deceive your Eminence?” Bonacieux replied in disbelief.  
“Your wife did not go to Rue de Vaugirard and Rue de la Harpe to buy linen.”  
“Then what did she go for?”  
“She was there to meet the Duchesse de Chevreuse and the Duke of Buckingham.”  
“Yes,” Bonacieux now recalled, piecing together memories. “Yes, that’s right. Your Eminence is right. I told my wife many times how odd it was that linen merchants lived in such places—houses with no shop signs. But she always laughed.”  
“Ah, Monseigneur!” Bonacieux cried, falling at the cardinal’s feet. “How brilliantly you are the cardinal, the great cardinal, the genius the world admires!”

Though the triumph over such a simple man as Bonacieux might seem trivial, the cardinal enjoyed it for a moment. But almost at once a new thought passed through his mind, and a smile played at his lips as he held out his hand to the mercer.

“Get up, my friend. You are a worthy man.”  
“The cardinal has touched me! I have shaken hands with greatness!” Bonacieux cried. “The great man has called me his friend!”  
“Yes, my friend, yes,” the cardinal replied, using a paternal tone that he sometimes adopted, though no one who truly knew him was ever fooled. “And since you have been wrongly accused, you should be compensated. Here, take this purse of a hundred pistoles, and forgive me.”  
“I forgive you, Monseigneur!” Bonacieux stammered, hesitating to accept the purse as if afraid this was some kind of joke. “But you have the power to arrest me, to torture me, even to hang me. You are the master, and I cannot refuse. Forgive you, Monseigneur!”  
"You must be joking!"  
"Ah, my dear Monsieur Bonacieux, you have a truly generous spirit. I see that, and I appreciate it. Now, take this bag and leave in good spirits."  
"I leave delighted."  
"Farewell, then, or rather, *au revoir*, for I hope we shall meet again."  
"Whenever Monseigneur wishes, I am always at his Eminence's service."  
"That will be often, I assure you, for I have found your conversation quite entertaining."  
"Oh! Monseigneur!"  
"*Au revoir*, Monsieur Bonacieux, *au revoir!*"

The cardinal waved his hand, and Bonacieux responded with a deep bow. He then backed out, and once in the antechamber, the cardinal heard him joyfully exclaiming, "Long live Monseigneur! Long live his Eminence!"

“Long live the great cardinal!” M. Bonacieux shouted, his voice full of excitement. The cardinal listened with a smile as Bonacieux's shouts faded into the distance. “Good!” he remarked, “that man would lay down his life for me.”

Turning his attention back to the map of La Rochelle spread on his desk, the cardinal began tracing the outline of the planned dyke with a pencil which, eighteen months later, would close the port of the besieged city. Lost in thought, he barely noticed when Rochefort returned.

“Well?” the cardinal asked, rising quickly, showing the importance he attached to the mission he’d given the count.  
“Well,” Rochefort reported, “a young woman, about twenty-six or twenty-eight, and a man between thirty-five and forty did check in at the two houses you indicated. However, the woman left last night, and the man left this morning.”  
“It was them!” the cardinal exclaimed, glancing at the clock. “Now it’s too late. The duchess is in Tours, and the duke is in Boulogne.”  
“They must be sought in London now.”  
“What are your Eminence’s orders?”  
“Do not mention what happened. The queen must remain completely secure; she should have no idea that we know her secret. Let her believe we’re only investigating some other conspiracy. Send for the keeper of the seals, Séguier.”  
“And what about that man? What did you do with him?”  
“What man?” the cardinal said.  
“That Bonacieux.”  
“I have done all that could be done with him. I have made him a spy on his own wife.”

The Comte de Rochefort bowed, acknowledging his master’s superiority, and left. Alone, the cardinal sat down and wrote a letter, sealing it with his distinctive seal. Then he rang for assistance. The officer appeared a fourth time. “Tell Vitray to come to me,” he ordered, “and tell him to prepare for a journey.”

Moments later, Vitray arrived, boots and spurs on.  
“Vitray,” the cardinal said, “you are to ride to London without delay. Do not stop for anything.”  
"Give this letter to Milady," he said. "Here is an order for two hundred pistoles. See my treasurer for the money. If you are back in six days and do your task well, I’ll double the sum."

The messenger bowed, took the letter and the order for the pistoles, and left. The contents of the letter were:

MILADY,  
Attend the first ball where the Duke of Buckingham is present. He will be wearing twelve diamond studs on his doublet. Get as close to him as possible and cut off two. Once you have them, notify me immediately.

# Chapter XV: Men Of The Robe And Men Of The Sword

The day after these events, Athos still had not appeared. D’Artagnan and Porthos notified M. de Tréville. As for Aramis, he had requested a five-day leave to go to Rouen, supposedly for family reasons. M. de Tréville treated his Musketeers like his own children. Even the least known among them, once he joined the company, could feel certain of support, as if he were a brother. He immediately went to the office of the *lieutenant-criminel*. The officer commanding the Red Cross post was summoned, and after some questioning, they found that Athos was imprisoned at Fort l’Evêque. Athos had undergone the same interrogations we saw Bonacieux experience. We witnessed the moment when the two prisoners were confronted. Up until then, Athos had remained silent, concerned for D’Artagnan’s safety. But now, he boldly stated that his name was Athos, not D’Artagnan. He insisted that he knew neither M. nor Mme. Bonacieux, and had never spoken to either. He explained he arrived at ten o’clock in the evening to visit his friend M. d’Artagnan, but until then, he had been dining at M. de Tréville’s. “Twenty witnesses,” he claimed, “will confirm that,” and named several distinguished gentlemen, including M. le Duc de la Trémouille.

The second commissary was as frustrated as the first had been by the honest and steadfast declaration of the Musketeer. He wished to exercise the kind of revenge that men of the robe often seek against men of the sword. Still, the names of M. de Tréville and M. de la Trémouille forced him to hesitate. Athos was then sent to the cardinal, but unfortunately, the cardinal was at the Louvre with the king. At precisely this moment, M. de Tréville left the home of the *lieutenant-criminel* and the governor of Fort l’Évêque, disappointed at being unable to find Athos, and made his way to the palace, where, as captain of the Musketeers, he was entitled to enter at any hour.

It was well known how deeply the king mistrusted the queen, and how strongly the cardinal fueled these suspicions, believing women far more dangerous than men in intrigue. A major reason for his anxiety was Anne of Austria's friendship with Madame de Chevreuse. These two women gave him more worry than the war with Spain, the conflict with England, or his financial troubles. In his view, Mme. de Chevreuse not only involved the queen in political schemes but, even more troubling to him, encouraged her romantic affairs. At the very mention of Mme. de Chevreuse—who, though exiled to Tours and believed to be there, had managed to slip back to Paris for five days and outwit the police—the king would fly into a rage. Capricious and unfaithful, he demanded to be called Louis the Just and Louis the Chaste.

Posterity may struggle to





Chapter XVI: In Which M. Séguier, Keeper Of The Seals, Looks More Than Once For The Bell

It is difficult to convey the impact those few words had on Louis XIII. He turned first pale, then flushed, and the cardinal realized he had instantly regained all the ground he had previously lost.

“Buckingham in Paris!” he exclaimed. “What brings him here?”

“To conspire, no doubt, with your enemies—the Huguenots and the Spaniards.”

“No, pardieu, no! He’s here to conspire against my honor with Madame de Chevreuse, Madame de Longueville, and the Condés.”

“Oh, sire, what a thought! The queen is too virtuous, and besides, she cares for your Majesty far too much.”

“Women are weak, Monsieur Cardinal,” said the king. “As for her love for me, I have my own doubts about its sincerity.”

“Nevertheless,” persisted the cardinal, “I maintain that the Duke of Buckingham has come to Paris for purely political reasons.”

“And I am convinced he has entirely different intentions, Monsieur Cardinal; but if the queen is guilty, let her tremble!”

“Indeed,” the cardinal said, “as much as I would prefer not to consider such treachery, your Majesty compels me to entertain the possibility.”

Madame de Lannoy, whom I have frequently questioned at your Majesty’s request, told me this morning that the night before last, the queen stayed up very late. Today she wept a great deal and spent the whole day writing.

“That’s it!” the king cried. “It must be about him. Cardinal, I need the queen’s papers.”

“But how can we get them, sire? It seems neither you nor I can undertake such a task.”

“How did they handle the Maréchale d’Ancre?” the king shouted, growing angrier. “First, they thoroughly searched her rooms, and then they searched her.”

“The Maréchale d’Ancre was only the Maréchale d’Ancre—a Florentine adventurer, nothing more. Your Majesty’s wife is Anne of Austria, Queen of France—one of the most esteemed princesses in the world.”

“That does not excuse her, Monsieur Duke! The more she forgets her noble status, the more disgraceful her fall. Besides, I resolved long ago to put an end to all these petty intrigues of politics and passion.”

“She has a certain Laporte with her.”

“Who, I believe, is the main culprit behind all this, I must admit,” said the cardinal. “So, you think, as I do, that she is deceiving me?” asked the king.

“I believe, and repeat, Your Majesty, that the queen is conspiring against the king’s authority, but I have never claimed she is acting against his honor.”

“And I—let me be clear, she is acting against both. I tell you the queen does not love me; she loves another. She loves that infamous Buckingham! Why didn’t you have him arrested while he was in Paris?”

“Arrest the Duke? Arrest the prime minister of King Charles I. of England?”

“Consider this, sire! What a scandal it would be! If your Majesty’s suspicions, which I still find hard to credit, were ever proven, it would precipitate a dreadful scandal!”

“But since he exposed himself like a vagabond or a thief, he should have been—”

Louis XIII. broke off, a look of terror on his face at what he was about to utter. Richelieu leaned in, eager to hear the word that had faltered on the king’s lips.

“He ought to have been—?”

“Nothing,” the king said, shaking his head. “Nothing at all. But while he was in Paris, you kept a close watch on him, I trust?”

“Yes, sire.”

“Where did he stay?”

“Rue de la Harpe.”

“No. 75.”

“Where is that?”

“Right next to the Luxembourg.”

“And you’re sure the queen and he did not see each other?”

“I believe the queen’s sense of duty is too strong, sire.”

“But they have corresponded; it’s to him that the queen has been writing all day. Monsieur Duke, I must have those letters!”

“Sire, despite that—”

“Monsieur Duke, at any cost, I will have them.”

“I must insist, your Majesty—”

“Are you also betraying me, Monsieur Cardinal, by always opposing my will? Are you in league with Spain and England, with Madame de Chevreuse and the queen?”

“Sire,” replied the cardinal with a sigh, “I thought myself spared such suspicion.”

“Monsieur Cardinal, you’ve heard me; I will have those letters.”

“There’s only one way.”

“What is it?”

“We must charge Monsieur de Séguier, the keeper of the seals, with this mission. It falls entirely within his duties.”

“Have him summoned immediately.”

“He’s likely at my hôtel. I asked him to call, and when I arrived at the Louvre I left word that if he came, he should be asked to wait.”

“Send for him at once.”

“Your Majesty’s orders will be carried out; but—”

“But what?”

“But the queen may refuse to hand them over.”

“My orders?”

“Yes, if she is not told the orders come from the king himself.”

“To remove all doubt, I will go tell her myself.”

“Your Majesty should remember that I’ve done everything possible to prevent a break.”

“Yes, Duke, I know you favor the queen—perhaps too much so. We will have to talk about that one day.”

“Whenever your Majesty wishes; but I will always be happy and proud, sire, to do whatever I can for harmony between you and the Queen of France.”

“Very well, Cardinal, very well; but in the meantime, summon Monsieur the Keeper of the Seals.”

“I am going to the queen.”

With that, Louis XIII. opened the door linking his apartments to the corridor leading to Anne of Austria’s chambers. The queen was surrounded by her ladies-in-waiting—Mme. de Guitaut, Mme. de Sable, Mme. de Montbazon, and Mme. de Guémené.

In a corner sat Donna Estafania, the Spanish companion who had followed her from Madrid. Mme. de Guémené was reading aloud, with everyone listening attentively—everyone, that is, except the queen. Anne of Austria had asked for the reading, hoping to feign interest while letting her own thoughts drift. Although her reverie carried the last traces of love, it was weighed down by sadness.

Deprived of her husband’s trust and stalked by the cardinal’s animosity—an animosity stemming from her rejection of his more tender feelings—Anne was troubled by the memory of the queen-mother, who had suffered so much from that same hatred. Marie de Médicis, according to contemporary memoirs, had at first returned the cardinal’s feelings, something Anne had always firmly denied. Because of this, Anne saw her most faithful servants, dearest confidants, and closest friends fall away. Like one cursed with a tragic gift, she seemed to bring bad luck to all who were close to her.

Her friendship was a dangerous omen, bringing persecution in its wake. Mme. de Chevreuse and Mme. de Bernet had been exiled, and Laporte did not hide from his mistress that he might be arrested at any moment. At the deepest point of these dark thoughts, the chamber door opened, and the king entered. The reader fell silent immediately.

All the ladies stood, and complete silence filled the room. The king, however, showed no courtesy; he simply stopped before the queen. “Madame,” he said, “you will shortly receive a visit from the chancellor, who will bring you matters I have entrusted to him.”

The unfortunate queen, always facing the threat of divorce, exile, and even trial, turned pale beneath her rouge. Unable to contain herself, she asked, “But why this visit, sire? What could the chancellor possibly have to say that your Majesty could not say yourself?”

Without answering, the king turned and left the room. Almost immediately, the captain of the Guards, M. de Guitant, announced the chancellor. By the time the chancellor entered, the king had already gone out through another door.

The chancellor came in, a half-smile on his lips, a faint blush on his cheeks. Since we will meet him again in this story, we should introduce him properly now. This chancellor, Des Roches le Masle, was a likable man—a canon of Notre Dame who had once been a bishop’s valet. The bishop had recommended him to his Eminence as a man of unwavering devotion. The cardinal trusted him, and it served him well. Many tales are told about him, among them this story.

After a wild youth, he sought shelter in a convent, wanting to atone for his early excesses, at least for a while. Once in the convent, however, the poor penitent found he could not close the door tightly enough to keep his old temptations from following him in. He was besieged by these desires, and when he told his troubles to the superior, the wise man gave him advice to help him find peace. He told the young man to grab the bell rope and ring it with all his strength whenever temptation came. The sound would alert the monks, who would then gather to pray for their struggling brother. The future chancellor took this advice seriously, eagerly summoning the support of the monks in their prayers, hoping to rid himself of his tormentor.

But the devil does not easily yield ground once he has a stronghold. As the monks increased their exorcisms, the temptations only grew stronger, leading to a relentless struggle. Day and night the bell tolled, showing the penitent’s earnest desire for mortification. The monks had no rest; their days were spent climbing to the chapel, their nights were filled with complines and matins, repeatedly interrupted by the call to rise and pray—twenty times a night.

It is unclear whether the devil finally gave in or the monks simply became too exhausted, but within three months the penitent left the convent known as the most formidable possessed man ever seen. Upon leaving, he took his uncle’s place as magistrate president, joined the cardinal’s side—a wise move—and soon became chancellor. He served the cardinal with great zeal, driven by animosity towards the queen-mother and a need for vengeance against Anne of Austria, urging the judges in the Calais affair and supporting M. de Laffemas, the chief gamekeeper of France, and thus won the cardinal’s total confidence. With that, he was given a special commission that brought him to the queen. On arrival, the queen was still standing, but as soon as she saw him, she sat in her armchair. She signaled for her ladies to be seated and, with supreme contempt, asked, “What do you want, monsieur, and why are you here?”

“To conduct, madame, in the name of the king, a thorough examination of all your papers, with the utmost respect for your Majesty.”

“An investigation of my papers—mine! How dare you! This is an indignity!”

“I beg your pardon, madame, but I am merely carrying out the king’s will. His Majesty just left, did he not, after telling you to prepare for my visit?”

“Then search, monsieur! I must be a criminal, it seems. Estafania, please hand over the keys to my drawers and desks.”

For form’s sake, the chancellor went through the designated pieces of furniture, but he knew perfectly well that the queen would not hide such an important letter in them.

After opening and closing the secretaries’ drawers twenty times, he felt compelled—though it made him uneasy—to resolve the matter. In other words, he realized he must search the queen herself. Steeling himself, the chancellor approached Anne of Austria and, wearing an embarrassed and hesitant expression, said, “Now, I must perform the principal search.”

“What do you mean?” the queen asked, either truly confused or pretending not to understand.

“His Majesty is certain that you wrote a letter today; he knows it hasn’t yet been sent. It isn’t in your desk or secretary, but it must be somewhere.”

“Would you dare to lay hands on your queen?” retorted Anne of Austria, rising and fixing the chancellor with a threatening look.

“I am a loyal subject of the king, Your Majesty, and will do whatever His Majesty commands,” he replied.

“Very well!” said Anne of Austria. “And the cardinal’s spies have served him well. I did write a letter today; it has not yet been sent.”

“The letter is here.” The queen laid her delicate hand on her bosom.

“Then hand it to me, madame,” the chancellor persisted.

“I will give it to the king himself, and no one else,” Anne replied firmly.

“If the king wanted the letter, madame, he would have come to collect it. But I am tasked with retrieving it; and if you refuse to surrender it—”

“Well?”

“He instructed me to take it from you.”

“What? What do you mean?”

“My orders are very broad, madame; I am authorized to search for the document—even on your person.”

“What horror!” the queen exclaimed.

“Please, madame, be kind enough to comply.”

“This is completely outrageous! Do you understand that, monsieur?”

“The king commands it, madame; I must insist.”

“I will not suffer it! No, no, I would rather die!” cried the queen, her Spanish and Austrian blood boiling.

The chancellor bowed deeply, his intent clear, and refused to give up. Drawing near, like an executioner in a torture chamber, he advanced even as the queen’s eyes filled with tears of rage. As mentioned, the queen’s beauty was extraordinary.

The task was a delicate one, and the king—jealous of Buckingham—was beyond jealousy of anyone else. In that instant, Chancellor Séguier probably longed for the famous bell rope, but since he found none, he steadied himself and reached out his hands towards the place the queen indicated.

Anne of Austria stepped back, her face going pale as if she were about to faint. Leaning for support on the table, with her right hand she took the paper from her bosom and handed it to the keeper of the seals.

“Here, monsieur, here is the letter!” the queen cried, her voice trembling and breaking. “Take it, and relieve me of your hateful presence.”

The chancellor, just as shaken, took the letter, bowed, and left. No sooner had the door closed than the queen, half-fainting, fell into her attendants’ arms. The chancellor delivered the letter to the king without reading a word.

The king, his hand trembling, searched for the address, which was missing, and turned pale. He opened it slowly, and on reading the first few words realized it was addressed to the King of Spain. He read its contents and found it was simply a political plan to attack the cardinal. The queen was urging her brother and the Emperor of Austria to complain about Richelieu’s policies—his constant aim being the subjugation of the House of Austria—and to demand the cardinal’s dismissal as a condition for peace. There was not a word of love in the letter.

The king, overjoyed, asked if the cardinal was still at the Louvre. He learned His Eminence awaited the king’s orders in the business cabinet. Without delay, the king went to him.

“Duke,” he said, “you were right, and I was wrong.”

“The whole intrigue is political; there’s no hint of love in this letter. However, it raises many questions about you.”

The cardinal took the letter, read it carefully, and read it again.

“Well, your Majesty,” he said, “you can see how far my enemies are willing to go. They threaten you with two wars if you do not dismiss me. If I were in your place, sire, I would probably yield to these powerful threats. For me, it would be a true relief to withdraw from public affairs.”

“What do you say, Duke?”

“I say, sire, my health is failing under relentless struggles and endless work. I fear I cannot withstand the siege of La Rochelle. It would be better to appoint Monsieur de Condé, Monsieur de Bassopierre, or another brave man skilled in war—rather than me, a churchman, always torn from my true vocation to handle duties for which I am ill suited. You would have more peace at home, sire, and more respect abroad.”

“Monsieur Duke,” said the king, “I know your position. Rest assured, all those named in that letter will be punished as they deserve—even the queen herself.”

“What do you mean, sire?”

God forbid that the queen should suffer even the slightest inconvenience or pain because of me! She has always seen me as her enemy, sire, though your Majesty knows that I have always defended her, even against you. If she were to betray your Majesty in matters of honor, that would be another matter; then I would be first to say, ‘No mercy, sire—no mercy for the guilty!’ But nothing like that has occurred, and your Majesty has just received proof of it.

“That is true, Monsieur Cardinal,” the king replied, “and you are right, as always; but the queen still deserves my anger.”

“It is you, sire, who are now to blame in her eyes. Even if she were truly offended, I could understand; your Majesty has treated her harshly—”

“I will always treat my enemies and yours, Duke, with the same severity, regardless of their rank or the dangers I risk by doing so.”

“The queen may see me as her enemy, but she is not yours, sire; on the contrary, she is a devoted, submissive, and blameless wife. Let me then, sire, plead for her.”

“Let her humble herself and come to me first.”

“On the contrary, sire, you should set the example. You did the first wrong by suspecting her.”

“I make the first move?” said the king. “Never!”

“Sire, I beg you, reconsider.”

“But how could I make the first move?”

“By doing something you know she will enjoy.”

“And what would that be?”

“Host a ball; you know how the queen loves to dance. I assure you, her anger will melt away before so thoughtful a gesture.”

“Monsieur Cardinal, you know I dislike such frivolities.”

“The queen will value it even more, knowing such pleasures do not come easily to you. Also, it will be a chance for her to wear the beautiful diamonds you gave her on her birthday—jewels she has not worn since.”

“We shall see, Monsieur Cardinal, we shall see,” replied the king. Finding the queen guilty only of a political act he cared little about, and innocent of a more serious charge, he was inclined to make peace. “But I must say, you are too lenient with her.”

“Sire,” replied the cardinal, “leave the severity to your ministers. Clemency is a royal virtue; embrace it, and it will bring you respect.”

As the clock struck eleven, the cardinal made a deep bow, asked permission to retire, and urged the king to make peace with the queen. The next day, Anne of Austria—expecting reproach after the seizure of her letter—was surprised when the king made overtures toward reconciliation. At first she resisted.

Her feminine pride and queenly dignity had been so wounded she could not accept at once. But, persuaded by the advice of her ladies-in-waiting, she soon showed signs of forgetting her injuries. Seizing the moment, the king told her of plans to host a fête. For Anne of Austria, such an event was a rare joy, and as the cardinal had guessed, her last bitterness vanished—if not from her heart, then from her face. She asked when the fête would take place, but the king answered he must consult the cardinal. Each day, the king asked when the fête would be, and each day the cardinal, making different excuses, delayed the decision. Time slipped by; ten days were lost.

On the eighth day after the incident just described, the cardinal received a letter stamped from London. It contained only these lines: “I have them; however, I cannot leave London due to lack of funds. Please send me five hundred pistoles, and I will be in Paris four or five days after I receive them.”

On that same day, the king asked his usual question. Richelieu, counting on his fingers, murmured, “She says she will arrive four or five days after getting the money. It will take four or five days for the money to reach her, and then four or five more for her journey. That’s ten days. Adding time for possible delays, accidents, or a woman’s frailty, we should allow twelve days.”

“Well, Monsieur Duke,” the king said, “have you finished your calculations?”

“Yes, sire. Today is the twentieth of September.”

The aldermen of the city are giving a fête on the third of October. The timing is perfect; it will not seem as though you have done anything special for the queen.”

The cardinal added, “A propos, sire, don’t forget to mention to Her Majesty, the evening before the fête, that you’d like to see how her diamond studs look on her.”

# Chapter XVII: Bonacieux At Home

This was the second time the cardinal had brought up the diamond studs to the king. Louis XIII was struck by the cardinal’s persistence and began to suspect that there was more to this recommendation than met the eye. The king had often felt humbled by the cardinal, whose police—though not yet as sophisticated as modern forces—were remarkably effective and often better informed than he was about the happenings within his own household. He hoped that in a conversation with Anne of Austria, he could glean some information that would allow him to confront his Eminence with a secret—one that the cardinal might or might not know—but either way, it would elevate his standing in his minister’s eyes. With this in mind, he approached the queen, as was his custom, launching into renewed threats against those in her circle.

Anne of Austria lowered her head, letting his barrage pass without response, hoping it would eventually subside. But Louis XIII had no intention of dropping the subject. He searched for an opening that might cast light on the matter, convinced that the cardinal harbored an ulterior motive and was preparing one of those dreadful surprises—traps in which his Eminence excelled. It was in the heat of his accusations that he reached this point.

“But,” cried Anne of Austria, weary of these vague insinuations, “sire, you’re not telling me everything that is on your mind. What have I done? Please, tell me what crime I’ve committed. Surely your Majesty wouldn’t create such a commotion over a letter written to my brother.”

Faced with her directness, the king found himself momentarily lost for words. He realized now was the time to express a desire he had meant to reveal only the night before the fête. “Madame,” he said with a sense of dignity, “there will soon be a ball at the Hôtel de Ville.”

"I wish to honor our esteemed aldermen by having you appear in ceremonial dress, adorned above all with the diamond studs I gave you for your birthday. That is my request."

The response hit like a blow. Anne of Austria feared that Louis XIII knew everything, and that the cardinal had led him into this drawn-out charade of seven or eight days—a tactic so typical of him. She turned pale, her beautiful hand resting on a console, almost waxen in its stillness. Her eyes filled with terror as she looked at the king, leaving her speechless.

"You hear me, madame," the king said, savoring her discomfort without really understanding its reason.

“Do you hear me, madame?”

“Yes, sire, I hear,” the queen stammered. “You wish me to attend this ball?”

“Yes.”

“With those studs?”

“Yes.”

The queen’s pallor deepened, if that were possible. The king noticed this and savored her distress with that cold cruelty which was among his lesser traits. “Then it is settled,” he said. “That is all I needed to discuss with you.”

“But when will this ball take place?” Anne of Austria asked. Louis XIII instinctively felt he should not answer, sensing the desperation in the queen's trembling voice. “Oh, very soon, madame,” he replied, “but I cannot recall the exact date.”

“I will ask the cardinal.”

“So it was the cardinal who told you about this fête?”

“Yes, madame,” replied the astonished king. “But why do you ask?”

“Was it he who advised you to invite me to wear these studs?”

“That is to say, madame—”

“It was he, sire, it was he!”

“Well, what does it matter whether it was he or I? Is there any harm in this request?”

“No, sire.”

“Then you will attend?”

“Yes, sire.”

“That’s good,” said the king, turning to leave. “I’m counting on it.”

The queen curtsied, less from etiquette than because her knees nearly gave way beneath her. The king left, satisfied.

“I am lost,” the queen murmured. “Lost! The cardinal knows everything, and he is the one urging the king, who knows nothing for now but will soon know all. I am lost! My God, my God, my God!”

She knelt on a cushion and prayed, her head buried in her trembling arms.

Indeed, her position was perilous. Buckingham had returned to London and Mme. de Chevreuse was in Tours. The queen, now watched more closely than ever, believed one of her ladies-in-waiting had betrayed her, though she could not say how she knew. Laporte was unable to leave the Louvre, and she had no one to confide in. Overwhelmed by the looming disaster and her sense of isolation, she broke into tears and sobs.

“May I be of service to Your Majesty?” said a voice, gentle and full of compassion. The queen turned quickly; she could not mistake that voice, which belonged to a true friend. In the doorway stood the lovely Mme. Bonacieux. She had been organizing dresses and linens in a closet when the king entered, and was unable to leave; thus, she had overheard everything. For a moment, the queen was so surprised she didn’t recognize the young woman Laporte had brought to her aid, so distracted was she by her distress.

“Oh, have no fear, Your Majesty!” the young woman exclaimed, folding her hands and weeping with the queen in her sorrow. “I am yours, body and soul. No matter how far we are separated or how humble my position, I believe I have found a way to set you free from this trouble.”

“You? Oh, heavens, you!” the queen cried, searching her face. “I feel betrayed on all sides. Can I truly trust you?”

“Oh, madame!” the young woman pleaded, dropping to her knees. “On my soul, I would die for you!”

Her words were undeniably sincere. “Yes,” continued Madame Bonacieux, “there are traitors among us; but by the holy name of the Virgin, I swear that no one is more devoted to you than I am. Those studs the king mentioned—you gave them to the Duke of Buckingham, didn’t you? Those studs were in a small rosewood box that he carried under his arm. Am I wrong? Isn’t that so, madame?”

“Oh, my God, my God!” murmured the queen, her teeth chattering with fright.

“Well, those studs,” said Madame Bonacieux, “we must get them back.”

“Yes, of course, it is vital,” the queen said. “But what should I do? How can we manage that?”

“Someone needs to be sent to the duke.”

“But who? Who can it be?”

"Whom can I trust?"

"Trust me, madame; do me that honor, my queen, and I’ll find a messenger."

"But I must write."

"Certainly, that’s necessary. Just two words in your hand and your private seal."

"But those words could doom me to condemnation, divorce, exile!"

"Yes, if they fell into the wrong hands. But I promise you, I will make sure they reach their right destination."

"Oh, my God! Am I to put my life, my honor, my reputation in your hands?"

"Yes, madame, you must; and I will guard them all."

"But how? At least explain the method."

"My husband has been free for a few days. I haven't been able to see him yet." He is an honest man who neither loves nor hates anyone. He will do as I ask. He will leave the moment I give him the order, not knowing what he carries, and he’ll deliver your Majesty’s letter without even realizing it is from you, to the address you set.

The queen gripped the young woman’s hands with emotion, searching her eyes for any trace of falsehood. Seeing only sincerity, she embraced her warmly.

“Do this,” she cried, “and you will have saved my life, my honor!”

“Do not exaggerate the service, your Majesty. I am only fortunate enough to do you a small good; you are only the victim of a cruel plot.”

“That is true, my child,” said the queen, “you are right.”

“Then please, give me the letter, madame; every second counts.”

The queen hurried to a small table, where ink, paper, and pens were ready. She wrote rapidly, sealed a few lines with her private seal, and handed the letter to Madame Bonacieux.

“And now,” said the queen, “we’re forgetting something essential.”

“What is it, madame?”

“Money.”

Mme. Bonacieux blushed. “That’s true,” she admitted. “And to confess, your Majesty, my husband—”

“Your husband has none, you mean to say?”

“He has some, but he is quite greedy; that’s his flaw. But don’t worry, your Majesty. We’ll find a way.”

“And I have none either,” the queen replied.

Anyone familiar with the *Memoirs* of Mme. de Motteville will not be surprised by this admission. “But wait a moment.” Anne of Austria opened her jewelry box. “Here,” she said, holding up a valuable ring, “this is from my brother, the King of Spain. It belongs to me, and I am free to do as I choose.”

“Take this ring; use it to raise money, and let your husband depart at once.”

“In an hour, it will be done.”

“You see the address,” the queen whispered, “To my Lord Duke of Buckingham, London.”

“The letter will reach him personally.”

“What a generous girl!” Anne of Austria exclaimed. Mme. Bonacieux kissed the queen’s hands, slipped the letter into her dress, and vanished like a bird in flight.

Ten minutes later, she arrived home. As she had mentioned to the queen, she had not seen her husband since his release, nor did she know how much he had changed regarding the cardinal—a change reinforced by two or three visits from the Comte de Rochefort, who had become Bonacieux’s closest confidant. Rochefort had easily persuaded him that his wife’s kidnapping was just a political maneuver.

She found M. Bonacieux alone; the poor man was struggling to restore his disordered home, with most furniture broken and the closets nearly empty—justice, it seemed, being no more lasting than the three things King Solomon claimed leave no trace. As for the servant, she had vanished at the moment of her master’s arrest, so terrified she walked all the way from Paris back to Burgundy without stopping.

Upon returning home, the worthy mercer quickly informed his wife of his safe return. She congratulated him and promised, as soon as she could escape her duties, she would come to visit. Yet that initial moment stretched into five long days—which, under most circumstances, would seem excessive to M. Bonacieux.

Bonacieux had plenty to think about after his visit to the cardinal and the meetings Rochefort arranged. As everyone knows, nothing makes time fly like deep thoughts. In Bonacieux's case, his musings were full of hope. Rochefort called him his friend, his dear Bonacieux, and assured him that the cardinal thought highly of him. The mercer imagined himself already on the path to honors and fortune. Meanwhile, Madame Bonacieux was equally deep in thought, but her thoughts were entirely removed from ambition.

Despite herself, she found her thoughts drifting to the handsome young man—so brave and seemingly so in love. Married at eighteen to M. Bonacieux and having only known her husband’s friends—men unlikely to inspire feelings in a spirited young woman—Mme. Bonacieux had remained unmoved by trivial temptations. Yet in these times, the title of gentleman held meaningful attraction for the citizens, and D’Artagnan was undeniably a gentleman. He wore the Guards’ uniform, which, besides that of the Musketeers, was the most admired by women. He was, as we have mentioned, handsome, youthful, and bold; he spoke of love like a man who truly cares and wishes to be loved.

All this was enough to captivate a woman of twenty-three, and Madame Bonacieux had only just reached that charming age. The couple, though not having seen each other for eight days—during which time important events had occurred involving them both—greeted each other with some distraction. Despite that, Bonacieux came toward his wife with open arms and real affection. Madame Bonacieux turned her cheek toward him. “Let’s talk,” she said.

“What!” Bonacieux exclaimed with surprise.

“Yes, I have something extremely important to discuss with you.”

“True,” he said, “but I also have some serious questions for you. Please, tell me about your abduction.”

“Oh, that’s not important now,” Madame Bonacieux replied. “What matters is what happened to me in captivity?”

“I learned about it the very day it happened. But since you were guilty of no crime, no intrigue, and knew nothing that could harm anyone, I didn’t think it was worth much worry.”

“You speak lightly, Madame,” Bonacieux replied, stung by her indifference. “Do you know I spent a whole day and night in the Bastille?”

“Oh, a day and night pass quickly enough.”

“Let us get to the point that brings me here.”

“What— the reason you come home to me? Is it not simply the desire to see your wife after a week apart?” the mercer said, a touch of irritation in his voice.

“Yes—partly, but there is something more important.”

“Go on.”

“It concerns something truly significant, something that may decide our future.”

“Our fortunes have changed greatly since I last saw you, Madame Bonacieux. I wouldn’t be surprised if, before long, we are envied by many.”

“Yes, especially if you listen to the advice I’m about to give.”

“Me?”

“Yes, you. There is a noble and righteous deed to be done—one that will also bring in some money.”

Madame Bonacieux knew mentioning money would appeal to her husband’s weakness. But a man—even a mercer—who has spent ten minutes in Cardinal Richelieu’s company is not the same man anymore.

“Is it a large sum?” Bonacieux asked, a skeptical curl to his lip.

“Yes, a good amount.”

“How much, exactly?”

“Perhaps a thousand pistoles.”

“This is a serious request, then?”

“It certainly is.”

“What must I do?”

“You must leave at once. I’ll give you a document to guard and deliver it to the right person.”

“And where am I to go?”

“To London.”

“To London? You must be joking! I have nothing to do there.”

“But others will be very interested in your journey.”

“And who are these others?”

"I warn you, I will never act in the dark again. I want to know exactly whom I’m dealing with and what I’m getting into."

"An important person is sending you; another awaits you there. The payment will surpass your expectations; that is all I can guarantee."

"More intrigues! Just more intrigues! Thank you, madame, but I know all about them now. Monsieur Cardinal set me straight on that score."

"The cardinal?" cried Madame Bonacieux. "You have seen the cardinal?"

"He sent for me," the mercer answered with evident pride.

“And you followed his command, you reckless man?”

“Well, it’s not like I had a choice, since two guards brought me. In truth, if I had known his Eminence better, I would have preferred not to meet him at all.”

“He mistreated you? He threatened you?”

“He offered me his hand and called me his friend. His friend! Do you understand, madame? I am the friend of the great cardinal!”

“Of the great cardinal!”

“Do you question his right to that title, madame?”

“I don’t contest anything; but let me remind you that a minister’s favor is fleeting, and a sensible man would never rely on it. There are powers higher than his, powers not tied to men or chance. It is those we should serve.”

“That’s sad to hear, madame, but I acknowledge no higher power than the great man I serve.”

“You serve the cardinal?”

“Yes, madame; and as his servant, I will not let you become involved in plots against the safety of the state or in the intrigues of a woman who is not French, who is Spanish at heart.”

“Fortunately, we have the great cardinal; his vigilant eye keeps us in sight and sees straight to the depths of our hearts.”

Bonacieux repeated a phrase from the Comte de Rochefort, but the poor woman, who had counted on her husband and, for that reason, had spoken to the queen, felt ever more anxious. She saw how close she had come to bringing destruction on herself and how powerless she was. Yet, knowing her husband’s weak spots—particularly his greed—she hoped to sway him.

“So you’re on the cardinal’s side?” she exclaimed. “You side with those who harm your wife and insult your queen?”

“Personal interests are nothing beside the public good,” Bonacieux replied, with emphasis. “I support those who serve the state.”

“And what do you really know about the state?” Mme. Bonacieux retorted, rolling her eyes.

“Be content to be an honest citizen and follow the path with the largest reward.”

“Eh, eh!” Bonacieux said, patting a plump, jingling purse. “What do you think of this, Madame Preacher?”

“Where did that money come from?”

“Guess.”

“From the cardinal?”

“Exactly, and from my friend the Comte de Rochefort.”

“The Comte de Rochefort! That’s the man who kidnapped me!”

“That’s possible, madame.”

“And you take money from him?”

“Didn’t you say your kidnapping was only a political matter?”

“Yes, but the purpose of that abduction was to betray my mistress and force confessions from me that might ruin her honor and maybe her life.”

“Madame,” Bonacieux said, “your noble mistress is a dangerous Spaniard, and what the cardinal does is justified.”

“Monsieur,” the young woman fired back, “I know you are cowardly, greedy, and foolish, but I never thought you could sink this low!”

“Madame,” Bonacieux stammered, taken aback by his wife’s fury, “what are you saying?”

“I say you are a wretch!” continued Madame Bonacieux, sensing she was beginning to gain control over her husband again. “You dabble in politics—and worse, in the cardinal’s politics! You would sell yourself, body and soul, to the devil for money!”

“No, to the cardinal.”

“It’s all the same,” she retorted. “Who serves Richelieu serves Satan.”

“Quiet, quiet, madame! You might be overheard.”

“Yes, you’re right. I would hate for anyone to truly know you.”

“But what do you want from me, then? Let’s get to the heart of it.”

“I already told you. Go at once, monsieur. Do this job with loyalty, and I will forgive and forget the past. What’s more”—she held a hand toward him—“I will give you my love again.”

Bonacieux was cowardly and greedy, but he did love his wife. He felt himself softening. A fifty-year-old husband does not hold a grudge against a twenty-three-year-old wife for long.

Mme. Bonacieux saw his hesitation. “Well? Is your mind made up?” she pressed.

“But, my dear, just think. London is far, and what you ask may hold dangers.”

“What does it matter if you know how to avoid them?”

“Wait, Madame Bonacieux,” said the mercer, “wait! I simply refuse; intrigue frightens me. I’ve seen the Bastille; what a horrible place! The threat of torture—do you know what that is? Wooden wedges driven between your limbs, splitting them open! No, I absolutely won’t go. And, *morbleu*, why not go yourself? I swear, I’ve been hoodwinked about you all along!

“I really think you’re a man—a violent one at that.”

“And you? You’re just a miserable woman—stubborn and crude. Are you scared? If you won’t go at once, I’ll have you arrested on the queen’s orders and locked in the Bastille, that very prison you fear.”

Bonacieux paused, weighing the two threats before him: that of the cardinal and that of the queen. The wrath of the cardinal loomed much larger. “Arrest me in the queen’s name,” he said, “and I’ll appeal to his Eminence.”

Mme. Bonacieux suddenly realized she had gone too far and was struck with terror at how much she had revealed. For a brief moment, she regarded his stubborn, foolish expression, frozen by fear.

“Very well,” she said, her voice steady. “Perhaps you have a point. In the end, men probably know more about politics than women—especially a man like you, Monsieur Bonacieux, who’s spoken with the cardinal. Still, it’s painful to feel let down by someone I trusted, by a husband who won’t even indulge my wishes.”

“That’s because your wishes are extravagant,” Bonacieux replied, a triumphant look in his eyes. “I doubt their honesty.”

“Well, let it be,” the young woman sighed. “It’s better this way; let’s drop the subject.”

“At least tell me what I would have to do in London,” Bonacieux said, recalling that Rochefort had asked him to try to uncover his wife's secret.

“There’s no point in telling you,” she answered, instinctively pulling back, mistrustful. “It was just the sort of purchase that interests women—a deal from which much might have been gained.”

But the more she tried to excuse herself, the more convinced Bonacieux became of the importance of the secret she refused to share.





Chapter XVIII: Lover And Husband

“Ah, Madame,” D’Artagnan said as he entered through the door the young woman had opened for him, “I must say, you have a rather disagreeable husband.”

“You overheard our conversation, then?” Madame Bonacieux asked eagerly, her expression turning anxious as she looked at D’Artagnan. “All of it?”

“But how, for heaven’s sake?”

“By a method I alone know, which also allowed me to overhear the more animated exchange he had with the cardinal’s police.”

“And what did you gather from our conversation?”

“A thousand things.”

First, let me say that, unfortunately, your husband is a simpleton and a fool. Second, you’re in trouble, which—if I may confess—brings me a certain happiness, because it allows me to offer my help. God knows I would gladly throw myself into the fire for you. Lastly, the queen needs a brave, intelligent, and loyal man to go to London for her. I possess at least two of those qualities, and here I am.

Mme. Bonacieux remained silent, but her heart raced with happiness, and a glimmer of hope shone in her eyes. “What guarantee can you give me,” she asked, “if I decide to trust you with this message?”

“My love for you. Speak! Command me!”

“What should I do?”

“My God, my God!” the young woman murmured. “Should I truly confide such a secret to you, monsieur? You’re practically a boy.”

“Are you looking for someone to vouch for me?”

“I admit, that would put me at ease.”

“Do you know Athos?”

“No.”

“Porthos?”

“No.”

“Aramis?”

“No. Who are these gentlemen?”

“They’re three of the king’s Musketeers. Do you know Monsieur de Tréville, their captain?”

“Oh, yes, I know of him! Not personally, but I’ve heard the queen speak of him as a brave and loyal gentleman.”

“You aren’t afraid he might betray you to the cardinal?”

“Oh, no, certainly not!”

“Then, confide your secret to him and ask if, however important, valuable, or dangerous it may be, you can entrust it to me.”

“But this secret isn’t mine to share, and I cannot reveal it just like that.”

“You were about to tell it to Monsieur Bonacieux,” D’Artagnan said, a hint of disappointment in his voice. “As one might entrust a letter to a hollow tree, a carrier pigeon, or a dog’s collar.”

“And yet, you see clearly that I love you.”

“You say that.”

“I am an honorable man.”

“You claim that.”

“I am a gallant fellow.”

“I believe that.”

“I am brave.”

“Oh, I have no doubt of it!”

“Then, put me to the test.”

Bonacieux gazed at the young man, momentarily held back by a flicker of doubt. Yet, the passion in his eyes and the sincerity in his words compelled her to trust him. She found herself in a situation where everything was at risk, where risking all seemed necessary. The queen might suffer as much from excessive secrecy as from too much openness. And—to be honest—the involuntary feelings she felt for her young protector encouraged her toward confession.

“Listen,” she began, “I yield to your reassurances. But I swear to you, before God who hears us, that if you betray me and my enemies show me mercy, I will take my own life and hold you responsible for it.”

“And I—before God, madame,” D’Artagnan replied earnestly, “swear that if I am captured while carrying out your instructions, I will die rather than do anything that could endanger anyone.”

With that, the young woman entrusted him with the grave secret which fate had already partly revealed to him at the Samaritaine. It was, for both, a mutual declaration of love.

D’Artagnan was filled with joy and pride. The secret he now possessed, and the woman he loved, made him feel invincible. “I’m going,” he declared. “I’m going this very moment.”

“How can you leave?” asked Madame Bonacieux. “What about your regiment, your captain?”

“By my soul, you’ve made me forget all of that, dear Constance! You’re right; I need to request a leave.”

“Yet another obstacle,” Madame murmured.

Bonacieux sighed heavily. “As for that,” D’Artagnan exclaimed after a moment’s thought, “I’ll find a way, don’t worry.”

“How?”

“I’ll go to Tréville this very evening and ask him to request this favor from his brother-in-law, Monsieur Dessessart.”

“But there’s something else.”

“What is it?” D’Artagnan asked, noticing Madame Bonacieux’s hesitation. “You might not have any money?”

“Might is too generous a word,” D’Artagnan replied with a smile. Then, as Madame Bonacieux opened a cupboard and retrieved the very bag her husband had fondled so affectionately half an hour earlier, she said, “Take this bag.”

“The cardinal’s?” D’Artagnan exclaimed, bursting into laughter, having overheard every word of the conversation between the mercer and his wife through the broken boards.

“The cardinal’s,” replied Mme. Bonacieux. “You see, it looks very respectable.”

“Pardieu,” exclaimed D’Artagnan, “it will be doubly amusing to save the queen with the cardinal’s money!”

“You are a delightful and charming young man,” said Mme. Bonacieux. “Rest assured, you will not find Her Majesty ungrateful.”

“Oh, I am already richly rewarded!” D’Artagnan declared. “I love you; just being allowed to tell you so brings me greater happiness than I ever hoped for.”

“Silence!” said Mme. Bonacieux.

Bonacieux, startled, exclaimed, “What!”

“Someone is talking in the street.”

“It’s the voice of—”

“My husband! Yes, I recognize it!”

D’Artagnan rushed to the door and bolted it. “He can’t enter before I leave,” he declared. “Once I’m gone, you can let him in.”

“But I should leave too. And what about the missing money? How will I explain that I’m here?”

“You’re right; we need to get out.”

“Get out? How?”

“He’ll see us if we go out.”

“Then come up to my room.”

“Ah,” said Mme. Bonacieux, her voice trembling, “you say that in a way that frightens me!”

Tears shone in Mme. Bonacieux’s eyes as she spoke. D’Artagnan, noticing her distress, was deeply touched. He fell to his knees before her. “You will be as safe with me as in a temple; I give you my word as a gentleman.”

“Let’s go,” she replied, her trust in him clear. “I have complete confidence in you, my friend!”

D’Artagnan carefully unlocked the bolt, and together they slipped through the inner door into the passage. They climbed the stairs as quietly as possible and went into D’Artagnan’s chamber. Once inside, he securely barricaded the door.

They both approached the window, and through a narrow gap in the shutter, they saw Bonacieux talking with a cloaked figure. At the sight of this man, D’Artagnan froze, instinctively drew his sword, and started for the door. It was the man from Meung.

“What are you doing?” cried Madame Bonacieux. “You’ll ruin us all!”

“But I’ve sworn to kill him!” D’Artagnan replied. “Your life is now intertwined with mine; it’s no longer just your own.”

“In the name of the queen, I forbid you to put yourself in any risk that does not concern your journey.”

“And do you not command anything in your own name?”

“In my name,” Mme. Bonacieux said, her voice thick with emotion, “I beg you! But listen; they seem to be talking about me.”

D’Artagnan moved closer to the window, straining to listen. M. Bonacieux had opened his door and, after seeing the apartment, returned to the cloaked man he had left alone for a moment. “She is gone,” he said. “She must have gone back to the Louvre.”

“Are you sure,” the stranger replied, “that she didn’t suspect your intentions when you left?”

“No,” Bonacieux said, puffing out his chest with pride. “She is too simple a woman.”

“Is the young Guardsman home?”

“I don’t believe so; as you can see, his shutter is closed, and there is no light shining through the cracks.”

“Even so, it’s wise to be sure.”

“How so?”

“By knocking at his door.”

“Go.”

“I’ll ask his servant.”

Bonacieux returned to the house, using the same door through which the two fugitives had escaped. He approached D’Artagnan’s door and knocked. No one answered. Porthos, wanting to impress, had borrowed Planchet for the evening. As for D’Artagnan, he remained perfectly silent. The moment Bonacieux’s knuckles rapped against the door, the two young people felt their hearts race. “There’s no one here,” Bonacieux said.

“Never mind. Let’s go back to your apartment. We’ll be safer there than in this doorway.”

“Oh, my God!” whispered Mme. Bonacieux. “We won’t be able to hear anymore.”

“On the contrary,” D’Artagnan replied. “We’ll hear much better.”

He lifted the few boards that made up his chamber, creating a makeshift resonator like that of Dionysius. Spreading a carpet on the floor, he knelt and gestured for Mme. Bonacieux to do the same, leaning toward the opening. “Are you sure there’s no one there?” asked the stranger.

“I’ll take responsibility for it,” Bonacieux said. “And you believe your wife—”

“Has gone back to the Louvre.”

“Without speaking to anyone but you?”

“I’m sure of it.”

“That’s an important detail, do you understand?”

“Then the news I brought you is important?”

“Of the highest importance, my dear Bonacieux; I won’t hide it from you.”

“Then the cardinal will be pleased with me?”

“I have no doubt.”

“The great cardinal!”

“Are you sure that in your conversation, your wife mentioned no names?”

“I believe not.”

“She didn’t mention Madame de Chevreuse, the Duke of Buckingham, or Madame de Vernet?”

“No; she simply told me she wanted to send me to London to serve the interests of a great person.”

“The traitor!” murmured Madame Bonacieux.

“Silence!” D’Artagnan said, taking her hand, which she unconsciously surrendered to him. “Never mind,” he continued, “you were foolish not to pretend to accept the mission. By now, you would have had the letter.”

“The state, now in danger, would be saved, and you—”

“And I?”

“Well, you—the cardinal meant to grant you letters of nobility.”

“Did he say that to you?”

“Yes, I know he planned to surprise you with that good news.”

“Don’t worry,” Bonacieux replied. “My wife adores me, and there’s still time.”

“The fool!” murmured Mme. Bonacieux.

“Silence!” D’Artagnan urged, tightening his grip on her hand. “How is there still time?” asked the man in the cloak. “I’ll go to the Louvre, ask for Mme. Bonacieux, tell her I’ve changed my mind, raise the subject again, get the letter, and then go straight to the cardinal.”

“Then go quickly!”

“I’ll return soon to hear how your errand went.”

The stranger stepped outside. “Wretch!” exclaimed Madame Bonacieux, directing the word at her husband. “Silence!” D’Artagnan urged, squeezing her hand more tightly. Just then, a terrible howling interrupted their thoughts, unsettling both D’Artagnan and Madame Bonacieux.

It was her husband who had discovered the missing moneybag and was shouting, “Thieves!”

“Oh, my God!” exclaimed Mme. Bonacieux. “He’ll wake up the whole neighborhood!”

Bonacieux called out for a long while, but his cries, persistent as they were, failed to attract anyone in the Rue des Fossoyeurs. As the mercer’s house had lately gained a bad reputation, he eventually stepped outside, still shouting, his voice fading as he moved toward the Rue du Bac.

“Now that he’s gone, it’s your turn to leave,” said Mme. Bonacieux. “Be brave, my friend, but most of all, be careful. Remember what you owe the queen.”

“To her and to you!” D’Artagnan replied passionately. “Rest assured, beautiful Constance.”

“I will earn her gratitude—but will I also be worthy of your love?”

The young woman answered with a lovely blush that colored her cheeks. Moments later, D’Artagnan departed, wrapped in a large cloak that barely concealed the long sword at his side. Mme. Bonacieux watched him leave, her eyes lingering until he turned the corner. Falling to her knees, she clasped her hands and cried out, “Oh, my God, protect the queen, protect me!”




Chapter XIX: Plan Of Campaign

D’Artagnan went straight to M. de Tréville’s. He realized that within minutes, the cardinal would be warned by that cursed stranger, who clearly seemed to be the cardinal’s agent. He knew, with good reason, that he had no time to lose. The young man’s heart was filled with joy. Here was an opportunity for glory and wealth, but, even more alluring, a chance to draw nearer to the woman he adored. This moment gave him more than he had ever dared hope for from Providence.

M. de Tréville was in his salon, surrounded by his usual group of gentlemen. D’Artagnan, a familiar face in the household, went straight to his office and sent word that he needed to speak with M. de Tréville on a matter of importance. He had barely settled in when M. de Tréville entered. One look at the captain’s face made it clear that something significant was happening. On his way over, D’Artagnan had struggled with the decision whether to confide in M. de Tréville or simply ask him for a carte blanche for a confidential matter.

M. de Tréville had always been a steadfast friend, utterly loyal to the king and queen, and he harbored a strong dislike for the cardinal. With these things in mind, the young man chose to confide in him fully.

“Did you send for me, my good friend?” M. de Tréville asked.

“Yes, monsieur,” D’Artagnan replied, lowering his voice. “Forgive me if I interrupt, but what I have to say is very important.”

“Speak, then. I’m listening.”

“It’s a matter,” said D’Artagnan, “concerning nothing less than the honor—and perhaps the life—of the queen.”

“What did you say?” M. de Tréville asked, quickly looking around to make sure they were alone, then fixing an intense gaze on D’Artagnan.

“I’m saying, monsieur, that chance has made me the keeper of a secret—”

“Which I hope you will protect as fiercely as your own life, young man.”

“But I must share it with you, monsieur, because you alone can help me fulfill the mission I have just received from Her Majesty.”

“Is this secret yours?”

“No, monsieur; it belongs to Her Majesty.”

“Are you authorized by Her Majesty to share it with me?”

“No, monsieur; quite the opposite—in fact, I am to keep it absolutely secret.”

“Then why are you about to reveal it to me?”

“Because, as I said, I can do nothing without your help. And I’m afraid you might refuse me if you don’t know why I need it.”

“Keep your secret, young man, and just tell me what you need.”

“I need you to get me a leave of absence for fifteen days from Monsieur Dessessart.”

“When do you want it?”

“Tonight.”

“You’re leaving Paris?”

“I am, on a mission.”

“Can you say where?”

“To London.”

“Is there anyone who would try to prevent you from getting there?”

“I am certain the cardinal would do anything to stop me.”

“And you’re going alone?”

“Yes, I am.”

“Then you won’t get as far as Bondy, I assure you—by the faith of de Tréville.”

“How is that?”

“You’ll be assassinated.”

“Then I’ll die in service.”

“But your mission will fail.”

“That’s true,” D’Artagnan admitted. “But you know Athos, Porthos, and Aramis. You know if I can rely on them.”

“Without revealing the secret I don’t want to know?”

“We are bound by an oath of absolute loyalty and devotion, no matter the situation. Besides, you can tell them you fully trust me—they’ll trust you as much as I do.”

“I can send all three of them a leave of absence for fifteen days—nothing more. For Athos, who’s still suffering from his wound, it will be to seek treatment at the waters of Forges; for Porthos and Aramis, it’s to accompany their friend who shouldn’t be left on his own while in pain. The leave will show that I approve their journey.”

“Thank you, monsieur. You are very generous.”

“Now go, find them right away, and make sure everything is settled tonight!”

“But first, write your request to Dessessart. You may have been followed; if word of your visit gets back to the cardinal, it will look above board.”

D’Artagnan quickly wrote out his request, and M. de Tréville, receiving it, promised that by two o’clock in the morning, the four leaves of absence would be delivered to their homes.

“Please send mine to Athos’s place. I don’t want to risk any unpleasant encounters if I go home.”

“Rest assured,” replied M. de Tréville. “Farewell, and may your trip be prosperous.” A propos,” called M. de Tréville, calling him back. D’Artagnan turned. “Do you have any money?”

D’Artagnan patted the bag in his pocket. “Is this enough?” M. de Tréville asked.

“Three hundred pistoles.”

“Oh, that’s more than enough! That would take you around the world. Now, off you go!”

D’Artagnan bowed to M. de Tréville, who offered him his hand. D’Artagnan took it, feeling respect and gratitude. Since arriving in Paris, he had constantly found new reasons to admire this remarkable man—worthy, loyal, and truly great.

His first stop was Aramis’s, as he hadn’t visited since that fateful night he had followed Mme. Bonacieux. In fact, he had rarely seen the young Musketeer, but every time he did, he noticed a deep sadness on Aramis’s face. Tonight, Aramis was especially melancholy and lost in thought. D’Artagnan asked about the source of this sorrow. Aramis explained it was due to an assignment on the eighteenth chapter of St. Augustine that he had to write in Latin for the coming week—a task that occupied his mind considerably. After the two friends had exchanged a few words, a servant from M. de Tréville arrived, carrying a sealed packet.

“What is that?” Aramis asked.

“The leave of absence Monsieur has requested,” the lackey replied.

“For me!”

“I never requested a leave of absence.”

“Be quiet and take it!” D’Artagnan cut in. “And you, friend, here’s a demipistole for your trouble. Please tell Monsieur de Tréville that Monsieur Aramis is very grateful. Now go.”

The lackey bowed deeply and left. “What is going on?” Aramis asked, confused.

“Pack what you need for two weeks and come with me.”

“But I can’t leave Paris right now without knowing—”

Aramis interrupted him. “What has become of her?”

“Who do you mean?” D’Artagnan replied.

“The woman who was here—the one with the embroidered handkerchief.”

“Who told you there was a woman here?” Aramis asked, turning pale as if he’d seen a ghost.

“I saw her.”

“And you know who she is?” D’Artagnan pressed further.

“I think I can guess, at least.”

“Listen!” Aramis said, changing tone, “since you know so much, can you tell me what became of that woman?”

“I believe she has gone back to Tours.”

“To Tours? Yes, perhaps.”

“You clearly know her. But why would she leave for Tours without telling me?”

“Because she was afraid for her safety.”

“Then why didn’t she write to me?”

“She didn’t want to put you in danger.”

“D’Artagnan, you’ve given me hope again!” Aramis exclaimed. “I thought I was scorned, betrayed. To see her again was thrilling! I never thought she would risk her freedom for me. What other reason would bring her back to Paris?”

“For the same reason we’re heading for England tonight.”

“And what is that reason?” Aramis urged.

“Oh, you’ll know one day, my friend. But for now, I have to be as discreet as ‘the doctor’s niece.’”

Aramis smiled, remembering the story he’d told his friends before.

“Well, since she’s left Paris and you’re sure of it, D’Artagnan, I have nothing keeping me here. I’m ready to follow you. You said we’re going—”

“To see Athos now. If you’re coming, hurry; we’ve no time to waste. By the way, inform Bazin.”

“Will Bazin be joining us?” Aramis asked.

“Maybe. Either way, it’s best he meets us at Athos’s.”

Aramis called for Bazin and told him to join them at Athos’s home.

“Let’s go then,” he said, grabbing his cloak, sword, and three pistols. He rummaged through a couple of drawers for stray coins but, finding none, followed D’Artagnan, wondering how this young Guardsman seemed to know so much about the lady he had hosted, even more than he did.

As they stepped into the street, Aramis put a hand on D’Artagnan’s arm, looked him in the eye, and asked, “You haven’t told anyone about this lady, have you?”

“Not a soul.”

“Not even Athos or Porthos?”

“No, I’ve said nothing to either of them.”

“That’s good!”

Reassured about this, Aramis continued on with D’Artagnan, and soon they reached Athos’s. They found him holding his leave of absence in one hand and M. de Tréville’s note in the other.

“Can you explain what this leave of absence and this letter mean?” Athos asked, surprised.

MY DEAR ATHOS,

I wish, as your health absolutely requires it, that you take a fortnight to rest.

“Go, then, and take the waters at Forges, or wherever you find more agreeable, and recuperate as quickly as you can. Yours affectionately,

DE TRÉVILLE

“Well, this leave of absence and that letter mean you must go with me, Athos.”

“To the waters of Forges?”

“There or somewhere else.”

“For the king’s service?”

“For the king or the queen. Aren’t we in service to both?”

At this moment, Porthos came in.

“Pardieu!” he exclaimed, “how strange! Since when do Musketeers get leave of absence without requesting it?”

“Since,” D’Artagnan answered, “they have friends who ask for it in their stead.”

“Ah, ah!” Porthos laughed, “something new is happening, I see.”

“Yes, we’re going—” Aramis began.

“To which country?” interrupted Porthos, obviously curious.

“My faith! I don’t really know,” Athos said. “Ask D’Artagnan.”

“To London, gentlemen!” D’Artagnan declared.

“To London!” Porthos exclaimed. “Why on earth are we going there?”

“That, gentlemen, I can’t reveal yet—you’ll have to trust me.”

“But, to get to London,” Porthos objected, “we need money. And I have none.”

“Me neither,” Aramis added.

“Nor have I,” Athos said.

“I do,” D’Artagnan answered, pulling his treasure from his pocket and setting it on the table.

“There are three hundred pistoles here. Each of us should take seventy-five; that’s enough for a round-trip to London. And don’t worry—not all of us will make it all the way to London.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because at least one of us is likely to be left behind on the road.”

“Are we going on a campaign?”

“One of particular danger, I warn you.”

“Ah! But if we’re risking our lives,” Porthos insisted, “I’d at least like to know for what purpose.”

“You’d be none the wiser,” Athos replied.

“Still,” Aramis said, “I’m somewhat with Porthos.”

“Does the king ever explain? No. He simply says, ‘Gentlemen, there’s fighting in Gascony or Flanders; go and fight,’ and off we go. Why? Don’t trouble yourself further.”

“D’Artagnan is right,” Athos agreed. “We have our three leaves of absence from M. de Tréville, and here are three hundred pistoles of mysterious origin. Let’s accept our fate. Is life really worth all these questions? D’Artagnan, I’ll follow you.”

“And I as well,” said Porthos.

“I too,” Aramis added. “Frankly, I’m glad to be leaving Paris, a change will do me good.”

“Well, you’ll certainly have adventure, gentlemen, don’t worry,” D’Artagnan replied.

“So, when do we leave?” Athos asked.

“Immediately,” D’Artagnan answered. “We haven’t a moment to lose.”

“Hey, Grimaud! Planchet! Mousqueton!”

“Bazin!” the four young men called for their lackeys. “Clean my boots and fetch the horses from the hôtel.”

Each Musketeer was in the habit of leaving his horse and his lackey’s at the general hôtel, almost like a barrack. Planchet, Grimaud, Mousqueton, and Bazin rushed off at full speed.

“Let’s decide our plan of action,” said Porthos. “Where do we head first?”

“To Calais,” replied D’Artagnan. “That’s the direct road to London.”

“Well,” Porthos began, “my advice—”

“Go ahead!”

“Four men traveling together will attract suspicion. D’Artagnan can give each of us instructions. I’ll take the road through Boulogne to clear the way; Athos will set out two hours later for Amiens; Aramis will follow via Noyon. As for D’Artagnan, he can go as he chooses, disguised in Planchet’s clothes, while Planchet dresses in the Guards’ uniform and follows behind.”

“Gentlemen,” Athos interrupted, “I don’t think we should involve our lackeys. A secret might, by chance, be revealed by gentlemen, but by lackeys, it’s almost always sold.”

“Porthos’s idea won’t work,” D’Artagnan said, “since I don’t even know what instructions to give you. I’m just carrying a letter—nothing more. I can’t make three copies; it’s sealed. Looks like we’ll have to travel together. The letter is in this pocket,” he said, pointing to it. “If I get killed, one of you must deliver it; if he falls, the next, and so on—what matters is that at least one of us gets through.”

“Bravo, D’Artagnan! I agree,” Athos said. “Also, let’s be consistent; I’m going for the waters, and you accompany me. Instead of Forges, I’ll try the sea. I’m free to do so. If anyone stops us, I’ll show M. de Tréville’s letter, and you your leave of absence. If attacked, we defend ourselves. If put on trial, we simply say we wanted to bathe in the sea. Four single men are easy targets, but four together make a force. We’ll arm our lackeys with pistols and musketoons; if an army comes, we’ll fight, and as D’Artagnan says, the last survivor will deliver the letter.”

“Well said,” declared Aramis. “You rarely speak, Athos, but when you do, it’s like St. John Chrysostom. I agree with Athos. What about you, Porthos?”

“I’m in,” Porthos replied, “as long as D’Artagnan agrees. He has the letter, so he should lead. His decision is ours.”

“Very well,” said D’Artagnan, “I’ve decided: we’ll go with Athos’s plan, and we leave in half an hour.”

“Agreed!” the three Musketeers shouted together. Each grabbed the bag, took their seventy-five pistoles, and began to prepare for their journey.




Chapter XX: The Journey

At two o’clock in the morning, our four adventurers left Paris through the Barrière St. Denis. During the darkness, they rode in silence, weighed down by the gloom and sensing possible ambushes everywhere. But as soon as day broke, their spirits revived—the rising sun lifted their mood as if it were the morning before battle. Their hearts beat faster, their laughing eyes shone, and they recognized how precious life was, especially when it might soon be lost. Besides, their caravan presented quite an imposing sight. The Musketeers’ black horses, their overall demeanor, and the soldiers’ proud gait would have ruined even the best attempt at disguise.

The lackeys followed behind, heavily armed. Everything went smoothly until they reached Chantilly, about eight in the morning. Needing breakfast, they dismounted at the door of an auberge, whose sign showed St. Martin sharing his cloak with a poor man. They told the lackeys not to take off the horses’ saddles and to remain ready to leave instantly. Going inside, they took seats at a table in the common room.

A gentleman who had just arrived via Dammartin sat at the same table, having breakfast. He began a conversation about the weather, discussing the rain and sunshine, which the travelers politely answered. He raised his glass in a toast to their health, and they did the same in return. Just as Mousqueton came in to say the horses were ready, and the group was about to leave the table, the stranger proposed to Porthos that they toast the cardinal. Porthos replied he would gladly do so if the stranger would also toast the king. The stranger declared emphatically that he recognized no king but his Eminence.

Porthos called the stranger drunk, prompting him to draw his sword. “You’ve made a foolish choice,” Athos remarked, “but there’s no turning back now. Finish this quickly and rejoin us as soon as you can.”

The other three remounted their horses and set off at a lively pace while Porthos promised his opponent that he would demonstrate every sword thrust taught in the fencing schools. “There goes one!” Athos called after they had gone five hundred paces.

“Why did that man choose to attack Porthos instead of one of us?” Aramis asked.

“Because Porthos was talking the loudest, and the man mistook him for our leader,” D’Artagnan explained.

“I’ve always said this Gascon cadet is a bottomless well of wisdom,” murmured Athos as they continued on their journey. They stopped in Beauvais for two hours, partly to rest their horses and partly to wait for Porthos. But after waiting with no sign of him, they decided to continue.

About a league from Beauvais, where the road narrowed between two high banks, they came upon eight or ten men digging and filling ruts with mud to repair the road. Aramis, not wanting to dirty his boots with the thick mixture, called out to them sharply. Athos tried to stop him, but it was already too late.

The workers began to mock the travelers, their rudeness even angering the normally calm Athos, who directed his horse toward one of them. Instantly, each worker jumped into the ditch and pulled out muskets hidden there, suddenly putting the seven travelers at their mercy. Aramis was struck by a shot that went through his shoulder, while Mousqueton was hit in the fleshy part of his lower back. Mousqueton fell from his horse, but, unable to see the wound, he thought it worse than it was. “It’s an ambush!” D’Artagnan shouted. “Don’t waste your fire!”

“Forward!”

Although wounded, Aramis clung to his horse’s mane and kept riding with the others. Mousqueton’s riderless horse caught up and galloped along with them. “That will be our relay,” Athos noted.

“I’d have preferred a hat,” D’Artagnan replied. “A bullet took mine. Luckily the letter wasn’t in it.”

“They’ll surely kill poor Porthos when he catches up,” Aramis said worriedly.

“If Porthos were able, he would have joined us by now,” Athos said. “I think that drunken man at the inn wasn’t really drunk.”

They traveled as fast as they could for two hours, but their horses were so tired it seemed they would collapse. Hoping to encounter fewer delays, they chose back roads, but by the time they reached Crèvecœur, Aramis announced he could go no further. Only his inner courage, masked by elegant manners, had kept him going this far; he was turning paler and had to be supported on his horse. They helped him down at a cabaret, leaving Bazin to care for him—who, in a fight, was more a hindrance than a help—and set off again, hoping to rest in Amiens.

“Morbleu!” Athos swore as they resumed, “down to two masters, Grimaud, and Planchet! Morbleu! I won’t be made a fool of. I swear I won’t speak or draw my sword until we reach Calais. I swear by—”

“Save your breath for riding,” D’Artagnan cut in. “Let’s go if the horses can bear it.”

With new determination, they spurred their horses on. They reached Amiens at midnight and stopped at the auberge of the Golden Lily. The innkeeper seemed as honest a man as one could ask for.

He greeted them with a candlestick in one hand and his cotton nightcap in the other, offering them two charming rooms—but the rooms were at opposite ends of the inn. D’Artagnan and Athos declined. The host insisted that he had no other decent rooms, but the travelers would rather sleep in the common room, each on a mattress on the floor. Though the host protested, they stood firm, and he had to give in.

After setting up beds and barricading the door from inside, they were interrupted by a knock at the yard shutter. Answering, they heard their lackeys’ voices and opened it.

Sure enough, it was Planchet and Grimaud. “Grimaud can take care of the horses,” said Planchet, “and if it suits, gentlemen, I’ll sleep across your door so no one can get in.”

“And what will you sleep on?” D’Artagnan asked.

“Here’s my bed,” said Planchet, showing a bundle of straw.

“Very well,” D’Artagnan replied. “You’re right. I don’t like our host’s face—it’s too obliging.”

“Nor I,” said Athos.

Planchet settled by the window, stretching out across the doorway, while Grimaud went to the stable, promising to have himself and the four horses ready by five in the morning. The night was mostly calm. Around two o’clock, someone tried to open the door, but Planchet leapt up, shouting, “Who goes there?” The person said it was a mistake and ran away.

At four o‘clock, trouble broke out in the stables. Grimaud had tried to wake the stable boys, and they beat him, leaving him unconscious and bloody from a pitchfork-blow when the others opened the window.

Planchet went to saddle the horses, but found them all exhausted. Mousqueton’s horse, which had gone five or six hours without a rider the day before, might have been able to go on—but in a strange blunder, the vet—called to bleed one of the host’s horses—had accidentally bled Mousqueton’s instead. Everything was becoming unbearably frustrating. Some of it could be coincidence, but the travelers began to suspect there might be a plot. Athos and D’Artagnan went out, and Planchet was sent to look for horses for sale nearby. At the door, he saw two fresh, saddled, and equipped horses.

They would have been perfect for the travelers. Planchet inquired about their owners and learned they were guests of the inn, currently paying their bill. Athos went to handle their own bill while D’Artagnan and Planchet waited by the street. The innkeeper was in a back room and called Athos inside. Athos, suspecting nothing, entered and produced two pistoles for the bill. The host sat alone at his desk, one drawer partly open.

He took the coins from Athos, but after examining them, suddenly declared they were counterfeit and threatened to have Athos and his friends arrested for forgery. “You rascal!” Athos exclaimed, advancing. “I’ll cut your ears off!”

At that moment, four heavily armed men rushed in through side doors and charged at Athos. “I’m caught!” Athos shouted as loudly as he could. “Go, D’Artagnan! Spur on!” He fired two pistol shots. D’Artagnan and Planchet needed no more encouragement; they untied the two horses waiting at the door, sprang into the saddles, spurred the horses, and sped off at a gallop.

“Do you know what happened to Athos?” D’Artagnan asked Planchet as they rode.

“Ah, monsieur,” replied Planchet, “I saw one man fall at each of his shots, and through the glass door, it looked like he was fighting the rest with his sword.”

“Brave Athos!” D’Artagnan murmured. “And we have to leave him behind; perhaps the same fate is waiting for us right ahead. Onward, Planchet, onward! You’re a brave man.”

“As I said, monsieur,” answered Planchet, “people from Picardy show what they’re made of. And besides, this is my part of the country, and that gives me heart.”

They spurred the horses and did not slow until they reached St. Omer.

At St. Omer, they took care with their horses, putting the bridles under their arms for safety. They ate quickly, sitting on the stones in the street, and then set off again. Just a hundred paces from Calais’ gates, D’Artagnan’s horse collapsed, unable to move, blood streaming from its eyes and nose. Planchet’s horse was still standing but could go no further. Fortunately, they were close; they left their exhausted horses by the roadside and hurried to the quay. Planchet pointed out a gentleman who had just arrived with his lackey, trailing them by about fifty paces.

They hurried to catch up to this gentleman, who appeared to be in a great hurry himself. His boots were dusty, and he asked if he could cross to England right away.

“That’s easy enough,” said the captain of a vessel about to depart, “but this morning, an order came in—no one may leave without the cardinal’s personal permission.”

“I have that permission,” the gentleman said, pulling out a paper. “Here it is.”

“Have it examined by the port governor,” the shipmaster said, “and give me the preference.”

“Where can I find the governor?” asked the gentleman.

“At his country house,” said the captain.

“And where is that?”

“About a quarter-league from the city. You can see it down there—at the foot of that hill with the slate roof.”

“Very well,” the gentleman agreed, and with his lackey, set off for the governor’s house. D’Artagnan and Planchet followed at a distance of five hundred paces.

Outside the city, D’Artagnan caught up with the gentleman as he entered a small wood. “Sir, you look to be in quite a hurry.”

“No one could be more so, sir.”

“That’s unfortunate,” replied D’Artagnan. “As I am in the same hurry, I must ask for a favor.”

“What favor?”

“Let me go first.”

“That is impossible,” answered the gentleman. “I have traveled sixty leagues in forty hours, and I need to be in London by noon tomorrow.”

“I’ve also traveled sixty leagues in forty hours and must be in London by ten in the morning.”

“I’m sorry, sir, but I arrived first and will not give way.”

“I regret that too, but I arrived second and must go before you.”

“For the king’s service!” said the gentleman.

“For my own service!” D’Artagnan answered. “But this quarrel seems pointless.”

“Parbleu! What do you suggest?”

“What do you want?”

“Do you want to find out?”

“Certainly.”

“Well then, I want your pass, as I have none of my own and need it.”

“You must be joking.”

“I never joke.”

“Let me pass!”

“You shall not pass.”

“My fine fellow, I’ll blow your brains out. Hola, Lubin, my pistols!”

“Planchet,” called D’Artagnan, “take care of the lackey. I’ll deal with the master.”

Planchet, emboldened by their success, rushed Lubin and knocked him down. “Take care of your own business, monsieur—I’ve finished with mine!”

Seeing this, the gentleman drew his sword and attacked D’Artagnan. But he found he had a skillful opponent.

In just three seconds, D’Artagnan wounded him three times, saying, “One for Athos, one for Porthos, and one for Aramis!” at each hit.

At the third wound, the gentleman fell as if struck down. D’Artagnan thought he was either dead or unconscious and moved to take the pass. But as he reached over, the wounded man, still gripping his sword, thrust at D’Artagnan’s chest and shouted, “One for you!”

“And one for me—the best saved for last!” D’Artagnan retorted, angrily, as he drove his sword through the man. Now the gentleman fainted. D’Artagnan searched his pockets and retrieved the passage order, made out to the Comte de Wardes.

He glanced at the handsome young man, barely twenty-five, lying in his own blood, and sighed at the strange fate that leads men to kill at the will of people who don’t even know them.

He was pulled from these thoughts by Lubin, now shouting for help at the top of his lungs. Planchet grabbed him by the throat, squeezing as hard as he could. “Monsieur, as long as I hold him like this, he can’t call out, but if I let go, he’ll start again. I know him—he’s a Norman, and Normans are stubborn.”

Though Planchet had him tightly, Lubin still tried to yell. “Wait!” cried D’Artagnan, gagging him with his handkerchief. “Now,” said Planchet, “let’s tie him to a tree.”

They tied Lubin up and placed the Comte de Wardes beside him. As dusk approached, it was obvious the wounded man and the tied man would remain there until morning.

“And now,” D’Artagnan said, “to the Governor’s.”

“But you’re wounded!” Planchet exclaimed, full of concern. “Oh, it’s nothing!” D’Artagnan answered. “Let’s take care of what’s urgent—then I’ll look after myself. Besides, it seems minor.”

So off they hurried to the governor’s house. On arrival, D’Artagnan was introduced as the Comte de Wardes. “You have an order signed by the cardinal?” the governor asked.

“Yes, sir,” D’Artagnan replied, presenting the pass.

“Ah, ah!”

“It’s very straightforward,” said the governor.

“Most likely,” D’Artagnan replied. “I’m one of his most loyal servants.”

“It seems his Eminence is determined to stop someone from crossing to England?”

“Yes—a certain D’Artagnan, a Béarnais gentleman, who left Paris with three friends, with plans to go to London.”

“Do you know him personally?” asked the governor.

“Who?”

“This D’Artagnan.”

“Perfectly.”

“Then describe him, please.”

“Easily done.”

D’Artagnan described the Comte de Wardes in every detail.

“Is he alone?”

“No, with a lackey named Lubin.”

“We’ll be on the lookout for them. If we catch them, his Eminence can rest assured they’ll be sent to Paris.”

“In that case, Monsieur Governor,” D’Artagnan said, “You’ll earn the cardinal’s lasting gratitude.”

“Will you see him when you return, Monsieur Count?”

“Certainly.”

“Then tell him I am his humble servant.”

“I will.”

Satisfied with this assurance, the governor countersigned the passport and returned it to D’Artagnan. He didn’t waste time on formalities; he thanked the governor, bowed, and left.

Once outside, he and Planchet hurried off, making a long detour to avoid the woods and entered the city by another gate. The vessel was ready and the captain waited at the quay.

“Well?” the captain called when he saw D’Artagnan.

“Here’s my countersigned pass,” said D’Artagnan.

“What about the other gentleman?” asked the captain.

“He won’t be leaving today. But I’ll pay for both of us.”

“Then let’s go,” said the shipmaster.

“Let’s go,” said D’Artagnan again. He and Planchet jumped into the boat and, within five minutes, were on board. Just in time: they had barely sailed half a league when D’Artagnan saw a flash and heard a boom—the port’s closing cannon. Now, he had a chance to check his wound. As he suspected, it was not serious.

The sword had scraped his rib, sliding over the bone. Most of the bleeding was from his shirt sticking to the cut. He was worn out. A mattress was laid for him on deck, and he collapsed onto it, falling into a deep sleep. By dawn, they were still three or four leagues from the English shore.

The night’s gentle breeze had moved them little. By ten o’clock, the ship anchored at Dover, and at half-past ten, D’Artagnan set foot in England, exclaiming, “Here I am at last!”

But their journey wasn’t over—they still had to reach London. The English postal system was swift. D’Artagnan and Planchet each took a post horse, led by a postillion, and reached the capital in a few hours. D’Artagnan didn’t know London and spoke no English, but he wrote the name “Buckingham” on a slip of paper. Everyone pointed him to the duke’s hôtel.

The duke was at Windsor, hunting with the king. D’Artagnan sought the duke’s confidential valet, who had often traveled with his master and spoke French. D’Artagnan explained he had come from Paris with a matter of life and death, needing to see the duke at once. The urgency in D’Artagnan’s voice convinced Patrick, the valet. He ordered two horses and led the way himself. Meanwhile, Planchet, exhausted, was practically lifted from his horse, but D’Artagnan remained steadfast.

Arriving at the castle, they learned Buckingham and the king were hawking in the marshes, a few leagues away. Twenty minutes later, they reached the spot. Patrick soon picked out his master’s voice calling for his falcon.

“Who shall I announce to the Lord Duke?” Patrick asked.

“The young man who challenged him one evening on the Pont Neuf, across from the Samaritaine.”

“A rather unusual introduction!”

“It’ll do as well as any other.”

Patrick rode ahead, delivered the message, and the duke instantly recalled the incident; sensing something serious was brewing in France, he asked where the messenger was. Spotting the Guards’ uniform in the distance, he galloped straight to D’Artagnan.

Patrick quietly stayed in the background. “There’s no misfortune for the queen?” Buckingham cried as he arrived, his face showing his anxious love.

“I think not, but I believe she’s in grave danger—danger only your Grace can prevent.”

“Me?” Buckingham gasped. “What is it? I would give anything to help her. Please, tell me!”

“Take this letter,” D’Artagnan said.

“This letter! From whom?”

“I believe from Her Majesty.”

“From Her Majesty!” Buckingham repeated, turning so pale that D’Artagnan worried he might faint as he opened the seal. “What is this tear?” he asked, pointing to a spot where the paper had been pierced.

“Ah,” D’Artagnan replied, “I didn’t notice. That was the Comte de Wardes’ sword, when he gave me a good thrust in the chest.”

“You’re wounded?” Buckingham asked, his eyes wide as he unfolded the letter.

“Oh, it’s nothing but a scratch

# Chapter XXII: The Ballet Of La Merlaison

The next day, Paris was abuzz with excitement over the grand ball that the city’s aldermen were holding for the king and queen. Their Majesties were set to perform the renowned La Merlaison—the king's favorite ballet. For eight days, preparations at the Hôtel de Ville had been underway for this extraordinary evening. The city carpenters built scaffolding to seat the invited ladies, while the city grocer decorated the chambers with two hundred white wax *flambeaux*, a luxury rarely seen at that time. Twenty violins were hired at double the regular price, with the condition that they would play all night long.

At ten o’clock that morning, Sieur de la Coste, an ensign in the king’s Guards, arrived at the city registrar’s office, accompanied by two officers and several archers. He approached Clement, the registrar, and requested all the keys to the rooms and offices of the hôtel. Without hesitation, Clement handed over the keys, each tagged for easy identification. From that moment on, Sieur de la Coste was responsible for securing all the doors and passageways.

At eleven o’clock, Captain Duhallier, the commander of the Guards, arrived with fifty archers. They were stationed throughout the Hôtel de Ville at their assigned doors. By three o’clock, two companies of the Guards—one French, one Swiss—arrived. The French contingent included half of M. Duhallier’s men and half of M. Dessessart’s men. As evening drew near, guests began to arrive around six.

As quickly as they arrived, the guests were ushered into the grand salon, taking their seats on the platforms set up for them. At nine o'clock, Madame la Première Présidente entered. As the most distinguished guest after the queen, she was warmly greeted by the city officials and seated in a box directly opposite the queen's. By ten o'clock, a lavish collation prepared for the king—complete with preserves and various delicacies—was laid out in a small room beside the Church of St. Jean, in front of the city's silver buffet, which was guarded by four archers. As midnight drew near, the air was filled with jubilant cheers and lively acclamations.

The king was making his way through the lantern-lit streets from the Louvre to the Hôtel de Ville. The aldermen, dressed in their ceremonial robes and flanked by six sergeants each holding a torch, stepped forward to welcome the king. They met him on the steps, where the provost of the merchants delivered a speech of welcome. His Majesty responded with an apology for his late arrival, blaming the cardinal, who had kept him until eleven discussing matters of state. Dressed in full regalia, the king was accompanied by his royal Highness, M. le Comte de Soissons, the Grand Prior, the Duc de Longueville, the Duc d’Eubœuf, the Comte d’Harcourt, the Comte de la Roche-Guyon, M. de Liancourt, M. de Baradas, the Comte de Cramail, and the Chevalier de Souveray.

Everyone noticed that the king seemed somber and distracted. A private room had been prepared for him, as well as another for Monsieur. Both of these chambers contained masquerade costumes. Similar accommodations had been arranged for the queen and Madame the President. The nobles and ladies of their Majesties’ courts were to dress in pairs in the designated rooms. Before entering his room, the king asked to be informed as soon as the cardinal arrived.

Half an hour after the king entered, a new round of cheers echoed through the hall, announcing the queen’s arrival. The aldermen repeated their earlier ceremony, approaching to greet their honored guest, flanked by their sergeants. When the queen entered the grand hall, it was noticed that, like the king, she appeared pale and weary.

At that moment, the curtain of a small gallery that had remained closed was drawn back, revealing the pale visage of the cardinal, dressed as a Spanish cavalier. His gaze was fixed on the queen, a disquieting smile flickering on his lips; notably, the queen wore no diamond studs. She lingered briefly to receive compliments from the city officials and respond to the ladies’ greetings.

Suddenly, the king appeared at one of the hall's doors, accompanied by the cardinal. The cardinal spoke to him in low tones, and the king’s face was pale. He made his way through the crowd without a mask, the ribbons of his doublet scarcely tied. Approaching the queen, he spoke in a tense voice, “Madame, why have you chosen not to wear your diamond studs? You know how much it would please me.”

The queen glanced around and saw the cardinal behind her, a malicious smile on his face. “Sire,” she replied, her voice trembling, “I was afraid, amidst such a crowd, that some harm might come to them.”

“You were mistaken, madame. I gave you those jewels so you might wear them with pride.”

“I tell you, you were wrong.”

The king’s voice trembled with anger, and a hush fell over the room—everyone was stunned by this exchange. “Sire,” the queen responded, “I can have them brought to the Louvre where they are, and thus comply with your Majesty’s wishes.”

“Do so, madame, at once; the ballet begins in less than an hour.”

The queen nodded and followed the ladies who were to escort her to her chamber. Meanwhile, the king retired to his own room. A wave of confusion swept through the hall. Everyone had noticed the tension between the king and queen, but their conversation had been so discreet that, out of respect, onlookers held back, unsure what had happened.

The violins began a lively symphony, but no one was paying attention. The king returned from his chamber, dressed in an elegant hunting costume, and Monsieur and the other nobles wore similar attire. This ensemble suited the king perfectly, making him look the part of the foremost gentleman in the realm. The cardinal approached and handed him a small casket.

The king opened the box and found two diamond studs inside. “What does this mean?” he demanded, turning to the cardinal. “Nothing,” the cardinal answered. “But if the queen has the studs—which I very much doubt—count them, sire. If you find only ten, you should ask Her Majesty who could have stolen the two that are here.”

The king looked at the cardinal, as if seeking an answer, but before he could speak, a murmur of admiration rippled through the crowd. The king looked every inch the premier gentleman of his kingdom, and the queen unequivocally the most beautiful woman in France. The huntress costume suited her astonishingly well; she wore a beaver hat with blue feathers, a gray-pearl velvet coat clasped with diamonds, and a blue satin petticoat embroidered with silver.

On her left shoulder glittered diamond studs, set off by a bow matching the hue of her plumes and petticoat. The king trembled with joy, while the cardinal seethed silently; though they were far from the queen, they kept their eyes on the studs. She had them, but did she have ten or twelve? At that moment, the violins signaled the start of the ballet. The king led Madame the President to the dance floor, while Monsieur took the queen as his partner.

They took their places and the ballet began. The king danced facing the queen, and each time he passed her, he stared, mesmerized by the glittering studs whose count he could not be sure of. A cold sweat broke out on the cardinal’s brow. The ballet lasted an hour and featured sixteen *entrées*. When it ended, the audience cheered, and everyone led their lady partners back to their seats. The king, exercising his prerogative to leave his partner, went eagerly to the queen.

“I thank you, madame,” he said, “for showing deference to my wishes, but I believe you are missing two of your studs, and I have brought them back to you.”

With that, he handed her the two studs the cardinal had given him.

“How, sire?” exclaimed the young queen, pretending surprise. “You give me two more? That means I shall have fourteen!”

Indeed, the king counted and saw twelve studs sparkle on Her Majesty’s shoulder. He turned to the cardinal. “What is the meaning of this, Monsieur Cardinal?” the king asked sternly.

“This means, sire,” replied the cardinal, “that I wanted to present Her Majesty with these two studs. Not daring to give them directly, I took this roundabout way so she might accept them.”

“I am all the more grateful to your Eminence,” Anne of Austria replied with a smile revealing she saw through the clever gallantry, “knowing that these two alone must have cost you as much as all the others cost his Majesty.”

After saluting the king and cardinal, the queen continued to her dressing chamber, where she would change out of her costume. Our focus on the illustrious figures at the beginning of this chapter has briefly distracted us from the man to whom Anne of Austria owed her astonishing victory over the cardinal. He stood, unnoticed and dumbfounded, among the throng at one of the doors, witnessing a scene comprehensible to only four people: the king, the queen, his Eminence, and himself. Just as the queen reached her chamber and D’Artagnan was about to leave, he felt a gentle touch on his shoulder.

He turned and saw a young woman motioning for him to follow. Her face was hidden by a black velvet mask, but—though this was more for others’ benefit than his—he knew at once that it was his resourceful guide, the clever Mme. Bonacieux. The previous night, they had barely exchanged a word at the apartment of the Swiss guard, Germain, whom D’Artagnan had called her to meet. The urgency with which she wanted to share the happy news of the messenger’s return to the queen had left no room for their usual repartee. So, D’Artagnan followed Mme. Bonacieux without hesitation.

Bonacieux was motivated by both affection and curiosity. As they walked through the increasingly empty corridors, D’Artagnan felt an urge to stop the young woman, to hold her and look at her, if only for a moment. But, like a bird, she slipped away from him. Each time he tried to speak, she would raise her finger to her lips, a gentle yet firm command that reminded him he was subject to a will that he must obey entirely, one that forbade even the slightest complaint.

After a minute or two of winding through the hallways, Madame Bonacieux opened the door to a dark closet and led D’Artagnan inside. She gave another signal for silence and revealed a second door hidden behind a tapestry. She opened it, and a bright light flooded through as she vanished into its glow.

D’Artagnan paused a moment, wondering where he was. Soon, a ray of light filtered into the room, bringing with it warm, fragrant air. He could also hear the refined, respectful conversation of two or three ladies, punctuated by repeated references to “Majesty.” He realized he was hidden in a closet next to the queen’s apartment.

In the relative darkness, he listened carefully. The queen appeared cheerful and happy, which surprised those with her, as they were used to seeing her pensive and careworn. She explained her good mood by praising the beauty of the ball and the pleasure she found in the ballet. Since no one wants to contradict a queen, whether she smiles or weeps, they all praised the aldermen of Paris for their gallantry.

Though D’Artagnan had never met the queen, he instantly recognized her voice—first by its slight foreign accent, then by the natural tone of authority that marked all her words. He heard her come and go before the half-open door and glimpsed a shadow crossing the light several times.

At last, a hand and arm—remarkably beautiful and pale as porcelain—appeared through the tapestry. D’Artagnan immediately knew this was the promised reward. He dropped to his knees, took the hand, and kissed it in gratitude and respect. The hand withdrew, leaving behind a ring that he felt pressed into his hand. The door closed at once, plunging him into darkness again. He slipped the ring onto his finger and waited; it was clear that the meeting was not yet over.

Having received his reward for his devotion, D’Artagnan sensed that the acknowledgment of his love was near. Though the ballet performance was over, the evening was still young. Supper would be served at three, and St. Jean's clock had just struck a quarter past two. The voices in the next room faded; guests began to leave; and then the door of D’Artagnan’s hiding place opened, and Mme. Bonacieux entered.

“At last, you’re here!” D’Artagnan said.

“Silence!” the young woman interrupted, pressing her finger to his lips. “Be quiet, and leave as you came!”

“But when and where will I see you again?” D’Artagnan pleaded.

“A note waiting for you at home will explain everything. Now go, quickly!”

With that, she opened the corridor door and gently guided D’Artagnan out. He obeyed without resistance, as a child obeys a parent—a clear sign of his infatuation.

# Chapter XXIII: The Rendezvous

D’Artagnan hurried home. Although it was three in the morning and he had to cross some of the most dangerous streets in Paris, he met with no trouble. It’s well known that drunkards and lovers have a guardian spirit. He found his door ajar, rushed upstairs, and knocked softly as he and his servant had arranged. Planchet, whom he’d sent home two hours earlier from the Hôtel de Ville with orders to wait, opened the door.

*The reader may wonder, “How did Planchet end up here?” after being left “stiff as a rush” in London.*

Buckingham may well have sent him back to Paris, just as he did with the horses. “Has anyone brought me a letter?” D’Artagnan asked eagerly.

“No one has brought a letter, monsieur,” Planchet replied. “But one has arrived on its own.”

“What do you mean, you fool?”

“I mean that when I came in, though I had the key to your apartment in my pocket—the same key that has never left me—I found a letter on the green table cover in your room.”

“And where is it now?”

“I left it where I found it, monsieur. It’s not natural for letters to simply appear in homes like that. If the window had been open, or even ajar, I wouldn’t think anything of it. But no—all was sealed tight. Be careful, monsieur; there’s something magical going on here.”

D’Artagnan rushed to his room and opened the letter.

It was from Madame Bonacieux, and read:

“There are many thanks to be given to you, and more to pass along. Please be at St. Cloud this evening at ten o’clock, in front of the pavilion at the corner of Monsieur d’Estrées’ house. —C.B.”

As D’Artagnan read the letter, his heart swelled and tightened with that intoxicating blend of pain and happiness known only to lovers. It was the first note he had received—the first rendezvous he had ever been granted.

His heart, overwhelmed with the joy of love, seemed ready to dissolve at the very threshold of paradise. “Well, monsieur,” said Planchet, noting his master shift from red to pale, “did I not guess right? Isn’t it some misfortune?”

“You’re wrong, Planchet,” D’Artagnan replied, “and to prove it, here’s a crown for you to drink to my health.”

“I thank Monsieur for the crown, and I promise to obey him. But it remains true—letters arriving like that in sealed houses—”

“Come from heaven, my friend; they come from heaven.”

“So Monsieur is satisfied?” Planchet asked.

“My dear Planchet, I am the happiest of men!”

“Then may I take advantage of Monsieur’s happiness and go to bed?”

“Yes, go.”

“God bless you, Monsieur! But still, that letter—”

With that, Planchet left, shaking his head doubtfully—D’Artagnan’s generosity had not completely eased his concerns. Left alone, D’Artagnan read and reread the note.

Twenty times he kissed and kissed again the delicate lines written by his beloved’s hand. Finally, he went to bed, fell asleep, and drifted into golden dreams. At seven o’clock the next morning, he got up and called Planchet. At his second call, Planchet opened the door, his face still showing traces of the previous night’s anxiety.

“Planchet,” D’Artagnan said, “I’m going out for the day, perhaps longer. You’re free until seven this evening, but at that time, I want you ready with two horses.”

“Ah, I see,” Planchet replied. “Looks like we’re off for another adventure.”

“Have your musketoon and pistols ready.”

“Of course!”

“See?” cried Planchet. “I knew it—that cursed letter!”

“Don’t worry, you fool; this is only a pleasure trip,” said D’Artagnan.

“Ah, like the pleasant trip last time, when bullets whistled and we ended up in a field of iron traps!”

“Well, if you’re truly frightened, Monsieur Planchet,” D’Artagnan continued, “I’ll go without you. I’d rather travel alone than take along a companion who’s the least bit timid.”

“Monsieur is mistaken,” Planchet answered. “I thought he’d seen what I could do.”

“Yes, but I thought you might have used up all your courage the first time.”

“Monsieur will see what I have left; I only ask that he not be too wasteful with it, so it lasts.”

“Think you’ll have enough for this evening?”

“I hope so, monsieur.”

“Good, then I’m counting on you.”

“At the appointed hour, I’ll be ready; though I thought Monsieur had only one horse in the Guard stables.”

“There may be just one now, but by this evening, there will be four.”

“So, we’re out to get new mounts?”

“Exactly,” D’Artagnan said, nodding to Planchet as he left. M. Bonacieux was at his door. D’Artagnan meant to pass by without speaking, but the respectable mercer greeted him so graciously and warmly that D’Artagnan felt obliged to stop and talk.

Besides, how could one help but feel a hint of condescension toward a husband whose lovely wife had arranged a meeting with you that very night at St. Cloud, just across from D’Estrées’s pavilion? D’Artagnan approached him with all the affability he could muster. The conversation naturally turned to the poor man’s arrest. M. Bonacieux, unaware that D’Artagnan had overheard his exchange with the stranger from Meung, began to tell him about the cruel persecution inflicted by that villain, M. de Laffemas, whom he called the “cardinal’s executioner.” He went on at length about the Bastille—its locks, wickets, dungeons, bars, and torture devices. D’Artagnan listened patiently, and when de Laffemas finally wound down, he asked, “And Madame Bonacieux? Do you know who abducted her? I can’t forget that this misfortune brought us together.”

“Ah!” Bonacieux replied, “they took care not to tell me. My wife swore to me on all that is holy that she does not know either. But you,” he continued, with genuine friendliness, “where have you been all these days? I haven’t seen you or your friends, and all that dust I saw Planchet brush from your boots yesterday didn’t come from Paris streets.”

“You’re right, Monsieur Bonacieux. My friends and I have been on a little journey.”

“Far?”

“Oh, not really! Only about forty leagues away.”

“We went to take Monsieur Athos to the spa at Forges, where my friends still are.”

“And you came back, though?” M. Bonacieux replied, a sly smile on his lips. “A fine young man like you isn’t allowed long leaves of absence by his lady; you were expected in Paris, weren’t you?”

“My faith!” the young man laughed. “I admit it, and I don’t mind confessing it to you, my dear Bonacieux, since you obviously can see through me. Yes, I was awaited, and I’ll even say it was with great impatience.”

A fleeting shadow passed across Bonacieux’s brow, but it was so quick D’Artagnan didn’t notice. “And will all your trouble be rewarded?” the mercer asked, his voice barely altered—so subtly that D’Artagnan didn’t detect the change in tone or the brief shadow that darkened his face. “May you be correct!” D’Artagnan replied, laughing.

“No; I simply wanted to know if I am keeping you.”

“Why do you ask, my dear host?” D’Artagnan said. “Are you planning to stay up waiting for me?”

“No, but ever since I was arrested and robbed, I jump at every noise, especially at night. What can you do? I’m no swordsman.”

“Well, don’t worry if I come back at one, two, or even three in the morning; and if I don’t return at all, don’t be alarmed.”

At these words, Bonacieux turned so pale that D’Artagnan couldn’t help but notice. “What’s wrong?” he asked.

“Nothing,” Bonacieux replied quickly. “Since my troubles began, I’m prone to sudden faintness and just felt a chill.”

"Pay no attention to it; your only concern should be your happiness."

"Then I have plenty to do, for I am indeed happy."

"





Chapter XXIV: The Pavilion

At nine o’clock, D’Artagnan arrived at the Hôtel des Gardes, where he found Planchet ready and waiting. The fourth horse had already been brought in. Planchet was armed with his musketoon and a pistol, while D’Artagnan secured his sword and slipped two pistols into his belt. They mounted their horses and set off quietly into the night, the darkness concealing their departure. Planchet positioned himself behind his master, keeping a distance of ten paces.

D’Artagnan crossed the quays, exited through the gate of La Conférence, and followed the road to St. Cloud, which was far more beautiful then than it is today. While they were still in the city, Planchet maintained the respectful distance he had set for himself. However, as the road became lonelier and darker, he quietly edged closer, so that by the time they entered the Bois de Boulogne, he found himself riding comfortably alongside his master. It should be mentioned that the swaying of the tall trees and the moonlight filtering through the dark undergrowth made him uneasy.

D’Artagnan couldn’t help but notice that something unusual was troubling his lackey and asked, “Well, Monsieur Planchet, what’s bothering you now?”

“Don’t you think, monsieur, that woods are like churches?” Planchet replied.

“How so, Planchet?”

“Because we don’t dare speak aloud in either place.”

“But why didn’t you dare speak up, Planchet? Are you afraid?”

“Afraid of being heard? Yes, monsieur.”

“Afraid of being heard!”

“Why, there’s nothing improper in our conversation, my dear Planchet. No one could find fault with it.”

“Ah, monsieur!” Planchet replied, returning to his favorite concern. “But Monsieur Bonacieux has something sinister about his eyebrows and an unpleasant way his lips move.”

“What on earth makes you think of Bonacieux?”

“Monsieur, we think of what we can, not always what we want.”

“That’s because you’re a coward, Planchet.”

“Monsieur, we mustn’t mistake prudence for cowardice; prudence is a virtue.”

“And you consider yourself quite virtuous, do you, Planchet?”

“Monsieur, is that not the barrel of a musket glinting over there? Shouldn’t we lower our heads?”

“Indeed,” murmured D’Artagnan, recalling M. de Tréville’s advice, “this fellow is going to end up making me afraid.” He urged his horse into a trot, and Planchet followed closely, as if he were his shadow.

“Are we going to keep up this pace all night?” Planchet asked.

“No; you’ve reached your journey’s end.”

“How, monsieur!”

“And you?”

“I’m going a few steps farther.”

“And Monsieur leaves me here alone?”

“Are you afraid, Planchet?”

“No; I only want to remind Monsieur that the night will be very cold, and chills may cause rheumatism. A lackey with rheumatism is of little use, especially to a master as active as yourself.”

“Well, if you’re cold, Planchet, you can wait for me in one of those taverns over there and meet me at the door by six o’clock in the morning.”

“Monsieur, I respectfully spent the crown you gave me this morning, so I have no money left in case I get cold.”

“Here’s half a pistole. For tomorrow morning.”

D’Artagnan leaped from his horse, tossed the bridle to Planchet, and set off at a brisk pace, wrapping his cloak tightly around him. “Good Lord, how cold I am!” Planchet exclaimed as soon as he lost sight of his master. Wanting to warm himself, he hurried to a nearby tavern and knocked on the door.

Meanwhile, D’Artagnan, having taken a side path, continued on his way to St. Cloud. Instead of following the main road, he veered behind the château, found a secluded lane, and soon stood before the pavilion. It was nestled in a very private spot.

A high wall, with a pavilion at its corner, lined one side of the lane, while a small garden, attached to a modest cottage, was shielded by a hedge from passersby. D’Artagnan arrived at the designated spot, but, with no signal to announce his presence, he waited in silence. Not a sound broke the stillness; it felt as if he were a hundred miles from the capital. Leaning against the hedge, he glanced beyond it. Beyond the hedge, garden, and cottage, a dark mist enveloped the vast expanse where Paris lay sleeping—a great void punctuated by a few distant lights, like funeral stars over that hellish realm. Yet for D’Artagnan, everything appeared joyful; all thoughts wore a smile, and each shadow seemed translucent.

The appointed hour was drawing near. In just a few moments, the belfry of St. Cloud would toll ten slow strokes from its resonant depths. There was a certain melancholy in this metallic voice echoing its lament in the stillness of the night; yet each stroke, marking the arrival of the hour, resonated harmoniously within the young man’s heart. His gaze was fixed on the small pavilion at the corner of the wall, where all the windows were shuttered except for one on the first floor. Through that window, a gentle light spilled out, casting a silvery glow on the leaves of two or three linden trees just outside the park.

There could be no doubt that behind this little window, shining with warm light, the lovely Mme. Bonacieux awaited him. Lost in this delightful thought, D’Artagnan waited patiently for half an hour, his eyes fixed on that charming abode. He could glimpse part of the ceiling, with gilded moldings that hinted at the elegance of the rest of the apartment. As the belfry of St. Cloud chimed half past ten, D’Artagnan felt an unexpected chill run through his veins.

Perhaps the cold was starting to affect him, leading him to mistake a merely physical sensation for a feeling of foreboding. Suddenly, a thought struck him: what if he had read the letter incorrectly and the meeting was for eleven o’clock? He moved closer to the window, positioning himself so that a beam of light fell on the letter as he pulled it from his pocket and read it again. But he hadn’t been mistaken; the meeting was indeed for ten o’clock.

He returned to his post, growing increasingly uneasy in the silence and solitude. As the clock struck eleven, D’Artagnan felt genuine fear that something might have happened to Madame.

Bonacieux clapped his hands three times—the usual signal for lovers—but received no response, not even an echo. A hint of irritation crossed his mind; perhaps the young woman had fallen asleep while waiting for him. He approached the wall and tried to climb it, but it had been freshly pointed, leaving D’Artagnan with no hold. Just then, he noticed the trees, their leaves still glistening in the light. One tree leaned over the road, and he realized that from its branches, he might catch a glimpse inside the pavilion. The tree looked easy to climb.

At just twenty years old, D’Artagnan had not yet shed his schoolboy habits. In a moment, he found himself among the branches, his sharp eyes peering through the transparent panes into the pavilion. What he saw sent a shiver through him, from the tips of his toes to the roots of his hair. The soft light from a calm lamp illuminated a scene of utter chaos. One window was shattered, and the door to the chamber had been battered in, split and hanging on its hinges. A table that had once held an elegant supper was now overturned, with decanters shattered and fruit crushed and scattered across the floor.

The apartment showed all the unmistakable signs of a violent and desperate struggle. D’Artagnan thought he could make out fragments of clothing and bloodstains marring the curtains. His heart raced as he hurried to the street, eager to find any further evidence of what had happened. The soft light of the night illuminated the scene with an eerie calm.

As he stepped outside, D’Artagnan noticed something he had missed before—nothing had made him investigate the ground closely until then. The earth was trampled and marked by hoofprints, revealing a chaotic mix of human and horse activity. The wheels of a carriage, apparently coming from Paris, had left deep impressions in the soft dirt. These tracks did not continue beyond the pavilion but turned back toward the city.

Eventually, D’Artagnan, in his search, found a torn woman’s glove near the wall. The glove, where it hadn’t touched the muddy ground, still gave off an exquisite fragrance. It was one of those perfumed gloves that lovers often wish to steal from a beautiful hand. As D’Artagnan continued his investigation, a cold sweat beaded on his forehead and rolled down in heavy drops. His heart was gripped by terrible anxiety, and his breath came in short, ragged gasps. Yet, to calm himself, he reminded himself that this pavilion might have no connection to Mme. Bonacieux. After all, the young woman had arranged to meet him outside the pavilion, not within it. She might have been delayed in Paris by her responsibilities or perhaps kept back by her husband’s jealousy.

Yet all these rationalizations were overshadowed by a deep and personal pain that sometimes overtakes us, warning us that great misfortune is near. In that moment, D’Artagnan felt a surge of wildness. He dashed along the high road, retracing his steps until he reached the ferry, where he questioned the boatman.

Around seven o’clock that evening, the boatman had ferried a young woman wrapped in a black mantle, who seemed desperate not to be recognized. Ironically, her effort to conceal herself only made the boatman notice her more, and he couldn’t miss her youth and beauty. Even among all the young and beautiful women who frequented St. Cloud—many of whom had their own reasons for wanting to remain unseen—D’Artagnan had no doubt it was Madame.

Bonacieux, whom the boatman had noticed, weighed heavily on D’Artagnan’s mind. He took advantage of the flickering lamp in the ferryman’s cabin to reread Mme. Bonacieux’s note, making sure he hadn’t misunderstood. The meeting was indeed at St. Cloud, in front of the D’Estrées pavilion—not elsewhere. Everything led to the disturbing truth that his intuition had not been wrong; something terrible had happened. Filled with urgency, he dashed back to the château.

He thought that something else might have happened at the pavilion in his absence, and that some clue was waiting for him. The lane was still deserted, bathed in the same calm, soft light shining from the window. D’Artagnan then remembered the cottage—silent and obscure—that had probably seen everything and could reveal its secrets. The gate to the enclosure was closed, but he jumped over the hedge and, despite the barking of a chained dog, approached the cabin. No one answered his first knock. A heavy silence hung in the air, much like in the pavilion; yet, since the cottage was his last hope, he knocked again.

It soon became clear that he heard a faint noise from within—a timid sound, as if the person inside was afraid of being discovered. D’Artagnan stopped knocking and called out, his voice full of anxiety, promises, fear, and reassurance—a blend that could comfort even the most nervous soul. At last, an old, weathered shutter was pushed open, only to be closed again as soon as the dim lamplight lit up D’Artagnan’s baldric, sword belt, and the pommels of his pistols. Yet, in that brief moment, D’Artagnan caught sight of an old man’s head.

“In the name of heaven!” he exclaimed. “Please, listen to me! I’ve been waiting for someone who hasn’t come. I’m beside myself with worry. Has anything happened in the neighborhood? Speak!”

The window creaked open again, showing the same face, now even paler than before. D’Artagnan recounted his story simply, without giving names. He explained how he had an appointment with a young woman by the pavilion and seeing that she hadn’t come, had climbed the linden tree. From there, lit by the lamp, he saw the room in disarray. The old man listened closely, nodding slightly to show he understood. When D’Artagnan finished, the old man shook his head, warning that trouble was brewing.

“What do you mean?” D’Artagnan exclaimed. “For heaven’s sake, explain yourself!”

“Oh, Monsieur,” the old man replied, “please, don’t ask me anything. If I told you what I saw, I fear nothing good would come of it.”

“So you did see something?” D’Artagnan pressed. “Then I beg you,” he said, tossing the man a pistole, “tell me what you know. I give you my word as a gentleman that your story will go no further.”

Seeing the sincerity and sadness on the young man’s face, the old man drew him closer. In a low voice, he began, “It was barely nine o’clock when I heard a commotion outside. Curious, I went to my door and found someone trying to force it open. Being poor and not afraid of thieves, I opened the gate and saw three men standing a short distance away. In the shadows stood a carriage with two horses, along with several saddle horses. It was obvious that the saddle horses belonged to the three men, who were dressed as cavaliers.”

“Ah, gentlemen,” I said, “what do you need?”

“You must have a ladder?” said the one who seemed to lead.

“Yes, monsieur, the one I use for my fruit trees.”

“Lend it to us, then go back in your house. Here’s a crown for your trouble. But remember: if you say a word about what you see or hear—and I know you’ll look and listen, no matter what we threaten—you are done for.”

With that, he tossed me a crown, which I picked up, and he took the ladder. After shutting the gate behind them, I pretended to return to the house, but I quickly slipped out a back door. Creeping along the hedge, I found a clump of elder where I could see and hear everything.

The three men quietly brought up the carriage and helped out a little man—stout, short, elderly, and dressed in dark, ordinary clothes. He climbed the ladder carefully, looked suspiciously through the pavilion window, then came down just as quietly and whispered, “It is she!”

At that, the man who had spoken to me went to the pavilion door, unlocked it with a key, closed the door behind him, and vanished inside. Meanwhile, the other two climbed the ladder. The little old man waited by the coach door, the coachman looked after the horses, and the lackey held the saddle horses.

Suddenly, loud cries echoed from the pavilion as a woman rushed to the window, seemingly ready to leap out. But upon seeing the two men, she shrank back into the chamber. I could see little more, but I heard the crash of furniture. The woman screamed, calling for help, but her cries were quickly silenced.

Moments later, two men came out, carrying the woman in their arms, and brought her to the carriage. The little old man followed closely behind, climbing in after her. The leader shut the window and stepped out through the door, making sure the woman was safely inside. His two companions were already mounted and waiting.

He leaped into his saddle, the lackey took his place beside the coachman, and the carriage sped away at a fast pace, flanked by the three horsemen—and just like that, it was all over. From that moment on, I have seen and heard nothing.

D’Artagnan, shaken by this harrowing tale, sat frozen and silent, while the demons of anger and jealousy raged within him. “But, my good sir,” the old man continued, noticing D’Artagnan’s silent despair, “don’t despair too much; they didn’t kill her—that must count for something.”

“Can you tell me,” D’Artagnan asked, “who led this dreadful affair?”

“I don’t know him.”

“But you spoke to him; you must have seen him.”

“Oh, you want a description?”

“Yes, exactly.”

“A tall, dark man, with black mustaches, dark eyes, and the air of a gentleman.”

“That’s him!” D’Artagnan exclaimed. “Again, it’s him! He seems to haunt me. And the other?”

“Which one?”

“The short one.”

“Oh, he was no gentleman, I assure you. Besides, he didn’t carry a sword, and the others treated him with little respect.”

“Just a lackey,” D’Artagnan murmured. “Poor woman, poor woman, what have they done to you?”

“You gave me your word, sir,” the old man said.

“And I renew my promise. Rest assured, I am a gentleman. A gentleman’s word is his bond, and I have given you mine.”

With a heavy heart, D’Artagnan turned once again toward the ferry. Sometimes, he still hoped that it was not Mme. Bonacieux he had lost, that he might find her the next day at the Louvre. Yet, at other moments, a chilling fear overcame him—that she had become entangled with another man, who, in a fit of jealousy, had found her and taken her away. His mind was overtaken by doubt, grief, and despair.

“Oh, if only my three friends were here,” he exclaimed. “At least then I would have some hope of finding her. But who knows what has happened to them?”

It was past midnight, and his next task was to locate Planchet. D’Artagnan stepped into every tavern with a light, but his faithful servant was in none of them. By the time he reached the sixth, he began to doubt the wisdom of his search. He had told Planchet to meet him at six o’clock in the morning, and wherever he might be, that was the best course. Moreover, D’Artagnan realized that staying close to the scene of this tragic event might help shed light on its mysterious circumstances.

So, at the sixth tavern, he ordered a bottle of the best wine and settled into the darkest corner of the room, determined to wait until dawn. Yet again, his hopes were dashed. Despite straining to listen, the noise of oaths, crude jokes, and insults exchanged among the laborers, servants, and carters—his fellow patrons—offered no clues about the woman who had been taken from him.

After drinking his bottle, D’Artagnan decided to pass the time and avoid suspicion by reclining as comfortably as possible in his corner and letting himself drift off to sleep, soundly or restlessly. It’s worth remembering that D’Artagnan was only twenty, and at that age, sleep will have its way, even with a heavy heart.

Around six o’clock, he awoke with the familiar discomfort that follows a sleepless night. He quickly checked himself, making sure no one had robbed him. Seeing his diamond ring still on his finger, his purse in his pocket, and his pistols secure in his belt, he got up, paid for his bottle, and went outside, hoping he would have better luck finding his lackey than he had the night before.

As he stepped out into the damp gray mist, the first figure he saw was the honest Planchet, waiting at the door of a small, discreet cabaret, holding the two horses. D’Artagnan realized he had walked right past it the night before without even knowing it was there.




Chapter XXV: Porthos

Instead of going straight home, D’Artagnan stopped at M. de Tréville’s door and hurried up the stairs. This time, he was determined to share everything that had happened. M. de Tréville would surely give him solid advice about the whole situation. Furthermore, since M. de Tréville saw the queen almost every day, he might be able to find out something about the unfortunate young woman who must surely be suffering for her loyalty to her mistress.

M. de Tréville listened to the young man’s account with a seriousness that showed he saw more than just a romantic intrigue in this affair. When D’Artagnan finished, he remarked, “Hmm. This all has the distinct smell of his Eminence, lurking in the background.”

“But what can we do?” D’Artagnan asked.

“Nothing—absolutely nothing—at the moment, except leaving Paris, as I said, as soon as possible. I’ll see the queen myself and bring her the news of this poor woman’s disappearance, of which she is probably unaware. These details will guide her, and when you return, I may have some good news. You can depend on me.”

D’Artagnan understood that, even as a Gascon, M. de Tréville was not one to make empty promises. When he gave his word, he kept it. Bowing deeply, D’Artagnan felt a wave of gratitude both for past favors and for the future. The worthy captain, who truly cared for this courageous and passionate young man, shook his hand heartily and wished him a safe journey.

Determined to act on M. de Tréville’s advice immediately, D’Artagnan went to the Rue des Fossoyeurs to check on the packing of his bags. As he neared the house, he saw M. Bonacieux in his dressing gown, standing at the threshold. The warnings from Planchet, his prudent servant, about the old man’s suspicious character rang in D’Artagnan’s mind, making him look at Bonacieux more closely than before. Beside the yellowish, sickly complexion—a clear sign of liver trouble and maybe nothing more—D’Artagnan noticed a shifty expression in the wrinkles of the old man’s face.

A scoundrel laughs differently from an honest man, just as a hypocrite’s tears differ from a good man’s. All deceit is a mask; no matter how clever, a little scrutiny can reveal the difference between it and a genuine face. D’Artagnan felt that M. Bonacieux was wearing such a mask, one he found particularly distasteful. Feeling a surge of dislike, he nearly walked past without a word. However, just as he had the previous day, M. Bonacieux stepped up to him.

“Well, young man,” he said, “we seem to have had lively nights lately! Seven o’clock in the morning! Peste! You certainly break the mold, getting home just when others are heading out.”

“No one can hold that against you, Monsieur Bonacieux,” D’Artagnan replied. “You’re the model of punctuality. After all, when a man has a young, beautiful wife, happiness comes to him at home—no need to seek it elsewhere, right, Monsieur Bonacieux?”

Bonacieux turned as pale as death but forced a grim smile. “Ah, ah!” he replied, “you have quite the wit!”

“But where were you wandering last night, my young master? The crossroads look muddy.”

D’Artagnan looked down at his boots, covered in mud. His eyes then traveled to the shoes and stockings of the mercer, which were just as muddy. Both bore the same dark stains. Suddenly, D’Artagnan realized: the short, stout, elderly man in dark clothes had been Bonacieux himself. The husband had helped abduct his own wife.

D’Artagnan was seized by a violent urge to grab the mercer by the throat. But, as we’ve noted, he was sensible and managed to restrain himself. Still, the struggle was so visible on his face that Bonacieux grew frightened. He tried to step back, but the half-closed door blocked him, forcing him to stay put.

“Ah, you’re joking, my good man!” D’Artagnan exclaimed. “If my boots need a sponge, your shoes and stockings need a good brushing too. Have you been up to any adventures yourself, Monsieur Bonacieux? Oh, the devil!”

“That’s rather shocking for a man your age, especially with such a charming wife at home.”

“Oh, heavens, no,” Bonacieux replied. “Just yesterday, I went to St. Mandé looking for a servant, as I can’t manage without one. The roads were dreadful, and I ended up dragging back all this mud, which I haven’t had time to clean off yet.”

The location Bonacieux gave only added to D’Artagnan’s suspicions. Bonacieux had chosen St. Mandé, which is in the exact opposite direction of St. Cloud. This realization offered D’Artagnan his first hint of hope.

If Bonacieux knew where his wife was, it might be possible—with enough persuasion—to get the secret out of him. The challenge was to turn this possibility into certainty.

“Excuse my interruption, dear Monsieur Bonacieux,” D’Artagnan said, “but nothing makes you thirstier than a sleepless night. I’m parched. May I have a glass of water in your rooms? That’s a customary courtesy among neighbors, you know.”

Without waiting for an answer, D’Artagnan walked briskly into the house and glanced at the bed. It had clearly not been slept in.

Bonacieux had not been in bed long; he’d only returned an hour or two earlier, after bringing his wife to her confinement—or at least to the first relay.

“Thank you, Monsieur Bonacieux,” D’Artagnan said while drinking. “That’s all I needed from you. I’ll go up to my own rooms now. I’ll have Planchet brush my boots, and if you’d like, I can send him to do your shoes as well.”

He left the mercer there, bewildered by the odd farewell, wondering if he hadn’t overstepped. At the top of the stairs, he found Planchet in great distress.

“Ah, monsieur!” Planchet exclaimed as soon as he saw his master. “More trouble! I was afraid you wouldn’t return.”

“What’s the matter now, Planchet?” D’Artagnan asked.

“Oh! Can you guess, monsieur, who came by while you were away?”

“When?”

“About half an hour ago, while you were at Monsieur de Tréville’s.”

“Who was it? Tell me!”

“Monsieur de Cavois.”

“Monsieur de Cavois?”

“In person.”

“The captain of the Cardinal’s Guards?”

“Yes, himself.”

“Did he come to arrest me?”

“I think that was his goal, monsieur, even though he put it most politely.”

“Was he really that pleasant?”

“Absolutely—nothing but sweetness, monsieur.”

“Is that so?”

“He claimed to come on his Eminence’s behalf, who wishes you well, and asked that you accompany him to the Palais-Royal.”

It used to be called the Palais-Cardinal until Richelieu gave it to the King.

“What did you say?”

“I told him it was impossible, since you were not at home—which he could see for himself.”

“And what did he say to that?”

“He insisted you must come see him today. Then, more quietly, he added, ‘Tell your master that his Eminence is very well disposed toward him, and his fortune could depend on this meeting.’”

“That’s quite a clumsy trap for the cardinal,” D’Artagnan remarked, smiling.

“Oh, I saw the trick, so I answered that you would be terribly upset when you found out. ‘Where has he gone?’ Monsieur de Cavois asked. ‘To Troyes, in Champagne,’ I told him. ‘When did he leave?’ ‘Yesterday evening.’”

“Planchet, my friend,” D’Artagnan broke in, “you are truly exceptional.”

“You see, monsieur, I thought you’d still have time to see Monsieur de Cavois and contradict me by saying you hadn’t left yet. That way, the lie would be mine alone, and since I’m not a gentleman, I could be forgiven for it.”

“Don’t worry, Planchet; your reputation as an honest man is safe. We’re leaving in fifteen minutes.”

“That’s just the advice I was about to give, monsieur. And, if I may ask, where are we going, without being too curious?”

“Pardieu! In the opposite direction from the place you told the guards!”

“Besides, aren’t you just as eager to hear news of Grimaud, Mousqueton, and Bazin as I am to learn what happened to Athos, Porthos, and Aramis?”

“Yes, monsieur,” Planchet replied. “I’ll go when you’re ready. Truly, the fresh air of the countryside will do us much better than Paris. So then—”

“So, let’s pack up, Planchet, and head out. I’ll leave first, hands in my pockets, to avoid drawing notice. Meet me at the Hôtel des Gardes. By the way, Planchet, I agree with you about our housemate; he’s truly a scoundrel.”

“Ah, monsieur, you can count on that.”

“I’m a good judge of character, I tell you.”

As agreed, D’Artagnan stepped out first. To ensure he regretted nothing, he made one last visit to the homes of his three friends. There was no news from them; the only thing he received was a letter, elegantly written in small, scented handwriting, addressed to Aramis. D’Artagnan took it to deliver it himself. Ten minutes later, Planchet met him at the Hôtel des Gardes’s stables. To save time, D’Artagnan had already saddled his own horse.

“Good,” he said to Planchet as the servant strapped on the travel bag. “Now, saddle the other three horses.”

“Do you really think, monsieur, that we’ll travel faster with two horses each?” Planchet asked knowingly.

“No, my funny friend,” D’Artagnan replied, “but with our four horses, we can bring back our three companions if we’re lucky enough to find them alive.”

“It isn’t likely,” Planchet replied, “but we must hope for God’s mercy.”

“Amen!” D’Artagnan said as he mounted. Leaving the Hôtel des Gardes, they parted ways, taking different routes out of Paris—one for the Barrière de la Villette, the other for the Barrière Montmartre—planning to meet beyond St. Denis. This cleverly timed maneuver brought great luck: D’Artagnan and Planchet met up at Pierrefitte.

Planchet was certainly bolder by day than by night. Still, he never let down his guard, recalling every detail of their first journey and seeing every traveler as a possible enemy. He kept his hat in his hand so much that D’Artagnan scolded him, worrying that his excessive politeness would make people think he served a nobody. But whether people were truly impressed by Planchet’s courtesy or just because they were lucky not to be ambushed this time, they both arrived safely at Chantilly. They stopped at the tavern of Great St. Martin, the same inn as before.

Seeing a young man and servant with two extra horses, the host greeted them with respect. Having already come eleven leagues, D’Artagnan decided to stop there, regardless of whether Porthos was inside. He thought it wise not to ask about the Musketeer right away.

With this in mind, D’Artagnan dismounted without questioning anyone, left the horses with Planchet, and entered a small side room meant for travelers who wished to be alone. He asked the innkeeper for a bottle of the best wine and the finest breakfast possible—this only boosted the host’s respect for the guest. D’Artagnan was served promptly. The Guards regiment was made up of the kingdom’s finest gentlemen, and D’Artagnan, despite his simple uniform, made a good impression as he arrived accompanied by a servant and four splendid horses.

The innkeeper was eager to serve him, and seeing this, D’Artagnan called for two glasses. He began, “My good host, I must say, I asked for your best wine, and if you trick me, I’ll hold you responsible. Since I loathe drinking alone, you’ll join me. Here, take your glass, and let’s have a toast. But to avoid any offense, what shall we drink to? Let’s toast the prosperity of your inn.”

“Your Lordship does me great honor,” the host replied. “Thank you for your kind wishes.”

“But don’t be mistaken,” D’Artagnan added, “my toast is more selfish than you may guess. Only at thriving inns is a traveler well treated. In struggling ones, everything’s a mess, and the guest suffers for his host’s troubles.”

“I travel often, especially on this road, and I wish to see all innkeepers prosper.”

“It seems to me,” the host said, “that this isn’t the first time I’ve seen you, monsieur.”

“Bah! I’ve come through Chantilly a dozen times, and I’ve stopped at your place three or four times. I was even here ten or twelve days ago with some friends—Musketeers, one of whom got into a quarrel with a stranger who seemed eager for a fight, though I never knew the reason.”

“Exactly,” the host said, nodding. “I remember well. You must be speaking of Monsieur Porthos?”

“Yes, that’s my friend’s name. My God, tell me—did something happen to him?”

“Your Lordship surely noticed he couldn’t continue his journey.”

“Indeed, he promised to catch up with us, but we haven’t seen him since.”

“He’s honored us by staying here.”

“What? He decided to remain here?”

“Yes, monsieur, in this very house; and in fact, we’re a bit worried—”

“Worried about what?”

“About some bills he’s run up.”

“Well, whatever he owes, I’m sure he can settle it.”

“Oh, monsieur, you relieve me! We’ve advanced a sum on his account; this very morning, the surgeon said if Monsieur Porthos doesn’t pay, he’ll charge me, since I called him.”

“So Porthos is hurt, then?”

“I can’t say for sure, monsieur.”

“What!

“You can’t tell me? Surely you should know better than anyone else.”

“Yes, but in our position, we must be careful what we say—especially since we’ve been warned our ears will pay for letting our tongues wag.”

“Still, may I see Porthos?”

“Of course, monsieur. Take the staircase on your right, go up the first flight, and knock at Number One. But do make sure he knows it’s you.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because, monsieur, a mishap could befall you.”

“What sort of mishap, for heaven’s sake?”

“Monsieur Porthos might mistake you for someone from the inn and, in his rage, either skewer you with his sword or blow your brains out.”

“What have you done to make him so angry?”

“We asked him for money.”

“No wonder! I can see how that would upset Porthos if he’s short of cash. But surely he must have some at the moment.”

“We thought so too, monsieur.”

Our establishment always runs on cash, and we settle bills weekly. After eight days, we presented our account, but chose an unlucky moment. At our first mention, he sent us all to the devil. He had played cards the day before.

“Playing the day before? With whom?”

“Who can say, monsieur? Some passing gentleman, to whom he proposed a game of lansquenet.”

“Ah, yes—and the poor fellow lost everything?”

“Even his horse, monsieur. When the gentleman was leaving, we saw his servant saddling Monsieur Porthos’s horse along with his master’s. When we pointed this out, the servant told us to mind our own business—the horse was his. We told Monsieur Porthos, but he called us villains for doubting a gentleman, saying that if the man claimed the horse was his, then so it must be.”

“That’s just like Porthos,” D’Artagnan muttered.

“Then,” the host went on, “I told him that since we’d probably never agree on payment, perhaps he’d honor my brother-innkeeper at the Golden Eagle instead. But Monsieur Porthos insisted that, as mine was the best house, he’d remain. That flattered me too much to press him, so I only asked him to give up his room, the most elegant in the inn, and settle for a cozy spot on the third floor. But Monsieur Porthos answered that he expected his mistress, a very great lady at court, and surely my humble attic would not do for such a distinguished guest.”

I admitted he was right, but I still had to insist. Instead of replying, he calmly took out a pistol, laid it on the table, and said at the first sign of being asked to leave—either the room or the house—he’d blow out the brains of anyone who dared interfere. Since then, monsieur, nobody’s entered his room except his servant.”

“What! Mousqueton is here?”

“Yes, monsieur.”

Five days after you left, he returned, and in a terrible state too. He must have had a rough journey. Sadly, he’s more nimble on his feet than his master, so he’s been running all over us. When he fears a refusal, he just helps himself to what he wants.

“I’ve always admired the cleverness and devotion of Mousqueton,” D’Artagnan remarked.

“That’s all well, monsieur, but four ‘Mousquetons’ a year and I’d be out of business!”

“No, Porthos will pay you back.”

“Hm,” the host replied skeptically. “A favorite of a noble lady won’t go unpaid for such a small debt.”

“If I dared share my thoughts—”

“Well, what are they?”

“I should say, in fact, what I know.”

“What do you know?”

“Something I’m sure of.”

“And what is it you are so certain about?”

“I’d say I know who this great lady is.”

“You?”

“Yes, me.” “And how do you know her?”

“Oh, monsieur, if I could trust your discretion…”

“Speak! I give you my word as a gentleman: you’ll have nothing to regret.”

“Well, monsieur, you see, anxiety leads us to do many things.”

“What have you done?”

“Oh, only what’s allowed to a creditor.”

“Well?”

“Monsieur Porthos gave us a letter to send to his duchess. That was before his servant came.”

“Since he couldn’t go out, you took charge?”

“Yes, but instead of trusting it to the post, which is risky, I had one of my boys going to Paris deliver it personally. Monsieur Porthos insisted we be careful with this letter, don’t you think?”

“Almost.”

“Well, monsieur, do you know who the duchess is?”

“No; I’ve only ever heard Porthos mention her.”

“Do you know who this ‘duchess’ is? I repeat, I don’t know her.”

“She’s the wife of a lawyer from the Châtelet, monsieur, named Madame Coquenard; she’s at least fifty, but still jealous as ever. I thought it odd for a princess to live on Rue aux Ours.”

“But how do you know all this?”

“Because she was enraged when she got the letter, saying Monsieur Porthos was fickle and claiming that surely he’d been hurt over some woman.”

“So he’s wounded, then?”

“Oh, dear! What have I said?”

“You mentioned Porthos got a sword wound.”

“Yes, but he made us swear not to tell.”

“Why?”

“Because, monsieur! He boasted he’d beat the stranger he fought with—but instead, the stranger instantly brought him down.”

Monsieur Porthos, always so boastful, insists no one should know about his wound except the duchess, to whom he tries to tell his story.

“Is his injury serious enough to keep him in bed?”

“Ah, it’s a doozy, I assure you. Your friend’s soul is hanging onto his body for dear life.”

“Were you an eyewitness?”

“Monsieur, I followed them out of curiosity, so I watched their duel without being seen.”

“And what happened?”

“Oh! It didn’t last long, I assure you. They took position; the stranger feinted, lunged, and before Monsieur Porthos could guard himself, three inches of steel was in his chest and he was on his back! Then the stranger put his sword to Porthos’s throat, and, realizing he was at his mercy, Monsieur Porthos surrendered.”

The stranger asked his name, and, upon learning it was Porthos and not D’Artagnan, helped him up, took him back to the inn, mounted




Chapter XXVI: Aramis And His Thesis

D’Artagnan had refrained from mentioning his wound or the procurator’s wife to Porthos. Despite his youth, our Béarnais was a wise young man. He chose to accept everything the boastful Musketeer confided, fully aware that no friendship can survive the strain of hidden truths. Moreover, we often feel an unspoken superiority over those whose lives we understand better than they realize themselves. In his plans for the future, D’Artagnan intended to use his three friends as instruments of his own fortune, and he enjoyed having control over the invisible strings he hoped to pull. Still, as he traveled, a deep sadness weighed on his heart. He thought of the young and beautiful Mme. Bonacieux, whom he believed was meant to reward him for his loyalty. Yet, it’s worth noting that his sadness was less from the regret of lost happiness and more from the fear that some grave misfortune had befallen her. He was certain that she had become a target of the cardinal’s wrath, and everyone knew that his Eminence’s vengeance was terrifying.

How he had come into the minister’s good graces, D’Artagnan could not say; but without a doubt, M. de Cavois would have told him had the captain of the Guards been at home. Nothing makes time pass more swiftly or shortens a journey as much as a thought that fully absorbs the mind. In these moments, external life feels like a dream, and the thought is its vision. Under that influence, time loses meaning and distance disappears. We leave one place and find ourselves at another—that is all.

Of the time that had passed, nothing remained in D’Artagnan’s memory but a blurry haze filled with indistinct images of trees, mountains, and landscapes. Lost in these thoughts, he rode, at whatever speed his horse chose, the six or eight leagues stretching between Chantilly and Crèvecœur. Upon arriving in the village, he found he could not recall anything from the journey. Only then did his memory return. He shook his head, recognized the inn where he had left Aramis, and pushed his horse into a trot, soon pulling up at the door.

This time, he was greeted not by a host but by a hostess. D’Artagnan had a sharp eye for faces. He sized up the plump, cheerful woman and immediately felt there was no need for deception, nor any reason to fear someone with such a joyful disposition.

“My good lady,” D’Artagnan asked, “can you tell me what has become of one of my friends, whom we were forced to leave here about twelve days ago?”

“A handsome young man, about twenty-three or twenty-four, gentle, amiable, and well-built?”

“That’s him—the one wounded in the shoulder.”

“Exactly. Well, monsieur, he’s still here.”

“Ah, pardieu! My dear lady,” said D’Artagnan, leaping from his horse and tossing the reins to Planchet, “you’ve brought me back to life! Where is this dear Aramis? I can’t wait to see him.”

“Pardon, monsieur, but I’m not sure he can see you just now.”

“Why not? Does he have a lady visitor?”

“Heavens! What do you mean?”

“Poor fellow! No, monsieur, there’s no lady with him.”

“Then who is he with?”

“With the curate of Montdidier and the superior of the Jesuits in Amiens.”

“Good heavens!” exclaimed D’Artagnan. “Is he worse, then?”

“No, monsieur, quite the opposite. After his illness, grace touched him, and he decided to take holy orders.”

“That’s right!” D’Artagnan replied. “I had forgotten he was only a Musketeer for a while.”

“Does monsieur still wish to see him?”

“More than ever.”

“Then monsieur needs only to go up the right-hand staircase in the courtyard and knock at Number Five on the second floor.”

D’Artagnan hurried in the direction she indicated and found one of those outdoor staircases still common in old-fashioned tavern courtyards. However, he soon learned that getting to the future abbé’s room was not easy; the entrance to Aramis’s chamber was guarded as carefully as the fabulous gardens of Armida. Bazin waited in the corridor, blocking the way with the tenacity of someone dedicated by life’s ambition to his dream. Bazin had always dreamed of serving a churchman, and he had been waiting impatiently for the moment—always just out of reach—when Aramis would set aside his Musketeer’s uniform for priestly robes. The promise that this wouldn’t take long was all that kept Bazin in the service of a Musketeer—a role he often said put his soul in danger.

Bazin was now delirious with joy. This time, he believed, his master would not change his mind. The combination of physical suffering and spiritual trouble had finally brought about the change he’d wanted for so long. Aramis, wounded in body and soul, now looked toward religion. Bazin saw his master’s recent troubles—the sudden disappearance of his mistress and the wound in his shoulder—as a message from heaven.

Given his master’s new condition, nothing could be more unwelcome to Bazin than D’Artagnan’s arrival, which threatened to pull Aramis back to the disorderly world he had just left. Determined to protect his master, Bazin resolved to guard the door. As he couldn’t claim Aramis was absent—the innkeeper’s wife had given that away—he tried instead to convince D’Artagnan that it would be highly improper to interrupt his master’s pious reflection, which had begun at dawn and would, Bazin insisted, last until nightfall.

D’Artagnan paid little attention to M. Bazin’s elaborate speech. Not interested in a debate with his friend’s servant, he simply pushed him aside with one hand and turned the handle of Number Five’s door with the other. The door swung open and D’Artagnan entered.

Aramis, dressed in a black robe and wearing a round, flat skullcap like a calotte, sat at an oblong table scattered with rolls of paper and huge folio books. To his right was the superior of the Jesuits; on his left sat the curate of Montdidier. The curtains were drawn halfway, allowing in a soft, mysterious light, ideal for contemplation.

All the ordinary items that usually catch the eye in a young man’s room—especially a Musketeer’s—had vanished as if by magic. To avoid tempting his master with reminders of the outside world, Bazin had carefully removed the sword, pistols, plumed hat, and all sorts of embroideries and lace. In their place, D’Artagnan spotted a discipline cord hanging from a nail in a shadowy corner.

At D’Artagnan’s entrance, Aramis looked up at him. To D’Artagnan’s surprise, the sight seemed to make little impression, so absorbed was Aramis in his own thoughts.

“Good day, dear D’Artagnan,” Aramis said. “Believe me, I’m glad to see you.”

“I’m just as delighted to see you,” D’Artagnan replied, “though I’m not sure I’m really speaking to Aramis.”

“To himself, my friend, to himself! But why do you doubt it?”

“I was afraid I’d entered the wrong room and walked into a clergyman’s quarters. Then, seeing you with these gentlemen, I thought you might be very ill.”

The two men in black, who understood D’Artagnan’s meaning, threw him a look that might have seemed threatening. D’Artagnan ignored them.

“I may be disturbing you, my dear Aramis,” D’Artagnan continued, “for it looks like you’re confessing to these gentlemen.”

Aramis blushed a little. “Disturbing me? Quite the opposite, my friend! Truly, I’m glad to see you safe.”

“Ah, he’ll come around,” D’Artagnan thought. “Not bad at all!”

“This gentleman, my friends, has narrowly escaped serious danger,” Aramis said earnestly, turning to the two churchmen.

“Praise God, monsieur,” they replied, bowing together.

“I haven’t neglected to do so, your Reverences,” D’Artagnan answered, bowing as well.

“You arrive at exactly the right moment, dear D’Artagnan,” Aramis went on. “Your opinion can help us greatly. Monsieur the Principal of Amiens, Monsieur the Curate of Montdidier, and I have been deep in a discussion about some theological questions. Your advice would be a great help.”

“The opinion of a swordsman isn’t worth much,” D’Artagnan replied, feeling increasingly uncomfortable about where this conversation was headed. “You’d do better to consult these gentlemen.”

The two men in black bowed slightly in gratitude.

“On the contrary,” Aramis insisted, “your perspective would be valuable. The question is this: Monsieur the Principal thinks my thesis should be dogmatic and didactic.”

“Your thesis? Are you actually writing a thesis?” D’Artagnan asked, astonished.

“Yes,” said the Jesuit. “A thesis is required for the examination before ordination.”

“Ordination!” D’Artagnan exclaimed, trying to make sense of what the hostess and Bazin had told him. He stared, half-dazed, at the three men.

“Now,” Aramis continued, lounging in his chair as if he were in bed, idly examining his hand—soft and plump like a woman’s, raised to encourage the blood to flow— “as you heard, D’Artagnan, Monsieur the Principal wants my thesis to be dogmatic, but I’d prefer it to be more ideal.”

That is why Monsieur the Principal suggested the following topic, which is still unexplored and seems suited to be expanded: ‘Utraque manus in benedicendo clericis inferioribus necessaria est.’”

D’Artagnan, whose scholarly reputation we’re familiar with, showed no more interest in this quotation than when M. de Tréville spoke of the Duke of Buckingham’s supposed gifts. “Which means,” Aramis said, clarifying, “‘Both hands are necessary for lower-ranking clergy when giving blessings.’”

“An excellent subject!” exclaimed the Jesuit.

“Excellent and dogmatic!” echoed the curate, who, very much like D’Artagnan in his grasp of Latin, kept a close eye on the Jesuit and repeated his words like an echo. Meanwhile, D’Artagnan remained unmoved by their excitement.

“Yes, admirable!” he replied flatly.

“Prorsus admirabile!” Aramis continued, “but it requires deep knowledge of both the Scriptures and the Church Fathers. I confess—with all humility—that my duty to the king has given me little time for study. So, I’d be happier, facilius natans, with a topic of my own choosing—one more like morals compared to metaphysics, rather than such complicated theological issues.”

D’Artagnan was beginning to feel bored—and the curate seemed to share his feeling.

“What an introduction!” exclaimed the Jesuit.

“Introduction,” echoed the curate, desperate to contribute. “Quemadmodum inter cœlorum immensitatem.”

Aramis glanced at D’Artagnan to see his reaction, and found his friend yawning so widely he looked ready to split his jaw.

“Let’s speak French, my father,” he said to the Jesuit. “Monsieur d’Artagnan will find our talk easier to follow.”

“Yes,” D’Artagnan replied. “I’m worn out from reading, and all this Latin just adds to my confusion.”

“Of course,” said the Jesuit, a bit surprised, while the curate smiled warmly at D’Artagnan. “Let’s consider this gloss, then. Moses, the servant of God—only a servant, mind you—Moses blessed with his hands; he lifted both arms while the Hebrews defeated their enemies, and then he blessed them with those two hands. And what does the Gospel say? Imponite manus, not manum—place the hands, not the hand.”

“Place the hands,” the curate echoed, gesturing energetically. “Now, as for St. Peter, whom the Popes succeed,” the Jesuit continued, “Porrige digitos—extend the fingers. Are you following me?”

“Certainly,” Aramis replied, pleased, “but it’s rather a subtle distinction.”

“The fingers,” the Jesuit went on, “are blessed by St. Peter. That’s why the Pope blesses with the fingers, too. How many fingers does he use? Three—one for the Father, one for the Son, and one for the Holy Ghost.”

At this, they all crossed themselves. D’Artagnan decided to follow their example.

“The Pope is the successor of St. Peter and holds the three divine offices. The others—ordines inferiores—of the ecclesiastical order, bless in the name of the archangels and angels. The most humble clerks, like our deacons and sacristans, bless the holy water with sprinklers that look like many blessing fingers. So there you have it: the issue simplified. Argumentum omni denudatum ornamento.”

“I could easily write two volumes as thick as this one,” the Jesuit declared, slamming a massive folio of St. Chrysostom on the table, making it groan under the weight. D’Artagnan shuddered.

“Certainly,” Aramis answered, “I see the beauty of your argument, but it overwhelms me. I’d chosen another topic—tell me, D’Artagnan, if it displeases you: ‘Non inutile est desiderium in oblatione’; that is, ‘A bit of regret is acceptable in an offering to the Lord.’”

“Wait a moment!” the Jesuit interrupted, his expression serious. “That thesis approaches heresy. There’s something like it in the Augustinus of the heretic Jansenius, and I assure you, that book soon will be burned by the executioner.”

“Take care, my young friend. You are treading close to false doctrine; you’ll be lost.”

“You’ll be lost,” the curate echoed, shaking his head with sorrow. “You’re brushing against the edge of free will, a dangerous shoal. Beware the subtle allure of the Pelagians and the semi-Pelagians.”

“But, my Reverend—” Aramis protested, taken aback by the sudden outpouring of arguments.

“Let me finish,” the Jesuit said, giving him no chance to reply. “How can you claim a person ought to regret the world when devoting themselves to God? Think about it: God is God, and the world is the devil.”

“To regret the world is to regret the devil; that’s my conclusion.”

“And I agree with that,” said the curate.

“But, really—” Aramis tried to say.

“Desideras diabolum, poor soul!” exclaimed the Jesuit. “He regrets the devil! Oh, my young friend,” added the curate, groaning, “do not regret the devil on any account!”

D’Artagnan was bewildered. It was as if he had walked into a madhouse, and he worried he was becoming as mad as the rest. Nevertheless, he kept silent, not understanding half their words.

“But listen to me,” Aramis said, his politeness tinged with some impatience, “I don’t say I regret it; no, I’d never say that—it would be unorthodox.”

The Jesuit raised his hands to heaven, the curate following his gesture.

“No; but surely you can see that it’s not very gracious to offer the Lord only what’s absolutely disagreeable! Don’t you agree, D’Artagnan?”

“I certainly do,” D’Artagnan said.

The Jesuit and the curate nearly jumped out of their chairs.

“That’s the starting point; it’s a syllogism. The world certainly has things that attract us. I choose to leave the world, so I’m making a sacrifice. Now, Scripture says clearly, ‘Make a sacrifice unto the Lord.’”

“That’s true,” his opponents admitted.

“And then,” Aramis added, pinching his ear to redden it and rubbing his hands to make them whiter, “last year I wrote a rondeau about the theme, which I showed to Monsieur Voiture, and that distinguished gentleman paid me all sorts of compliments.”

“A rondeau!” the Jesuit scoffed.

“A rondeau!” repeated the curate, almost by reflex.

“Recite it! Recite it!” D’Artagnan encouraged him. “It will liven things up.”

“Not really, since it’s religious,” Aramis replied. “It’s theology in verse.”

“Heavens!” said D’Artagnan.

“Here it is,” Aramis said, casting a glance both humble and sly:

“You who weep for pleasures lost,

While dragging through a life of woe,

All your troubles will cease to flow,

If to God alone your tears are tossed,

You who weep!”

D’Artagnan and the curate found it charming. The Jesuit, however, was unmoved.

“Beware of a profane taste in your theology. What does Augustine say? ‘Severus sit clericorum verbo.’”

“Yes, sermons must be clear,” added the curate.

“Now, then,” the Jesuit said quickly, seeing his companion stray, “your thesis would certainly please the ladies; it would have the same success as one of Monsieur Patru’s speeches.”

“God grant it!” Aramis cried, delighted.

“That’s just it,” the Jesuit said, “the world is still calling you loudly, altissima voce. You’re following the ways of the world, my friend, and I’m afraid grace won’t triumph.”

“Don’t worry, Father, I know myself.”

“Mundane pride!”

“I know myself, Father; my resolution is firm.”

“So you intend to stick with that thesis?”

“I feel obliged to pursue it, and no other. I’ll work on it more, and by tomorrow I hope to present you with a revised version incorporating your advice.”

“Take your time,” said the curate. “You’re in the right spirit.”

“Yes, the soil is well tilled,” added the Jesuit, “we need not fear that the seeds will fall on rocks, on the roadside, or that the birds of the air will eat them, aves cœli comederunt illam.”

“Curse your Latin!” murmured D’Artagnan, feeling exasperated.

“Goodbye, my son,” said the curate, “until tomorrow.”

“Until tomorrow, reckless youth,” echoed the Jesuit. “You are sure to become one of the lights of the Church.”

“Heaven grant that the light doesn’t become a blaze!”

D’Artagnan, who had been biting his nails in impatience for the last hour, was now starting to bite the quick. The two men in black stood up, bowed to Aramis and D’Artagnan, and left. Bazin, who had listened nearby to the intense debate with pious rapture, hurried forward, took the curate’s breviary and the Jesuit’s missal, and walked ahead to escort them out. Aramis showed them to the foot of the stairs, then returned quickly to D’Artagnan, who was still dazed.

Left alone, the two friends were awkwardly silent. One of them had to break it—since D’Artagnan clearly preferred to leave that honor to his companion, Aramis spoke first.

“You can see, I’ve returned to my original ideas.”

“Yes, it seems efficacious grace has touched you, just as that gentleman said.”

“Oh, my plans for retreat have been forming for quite some time.”

“You’ve often heard me mention them, haven’t you, my friend?”

“Yes, but I’ll admit, I always thought you were joking.”

“About things like that! Oh, D’Artagnan!”

“Heavens! People do joke about death.”

“And they’re wrong, D’Artagnan; death is the gate either to damnation or salvation.”

“I’ll concede the point, but let’s not get into theology, Aramis. Surely you’ve had your fill for today. As for me, I’ve almost forgotten the little Latin I ever knew. Honestly, I haven’t had a bite to eat since ten this morning, and I’m utterly starving.”

“We’ll eat soon, my friend; but remember, today is Friday.”

“On a day like this, I can’t eat meat or even stand seeing it. If you’ll be content, my dinner is spinach and fruit.”

“What did you call it—‘tetragones’?” D’Artagnan asked, sounding a bit wary.

“I meant spinach,” Aramis replied. “But for you, I’ll add a few eggs—a real breach of my rules, since eggs are considered meat, as they can become chickens.”

“It’s not much of a meal, but all right; I’ll put up with it to be with you.”

“I appreciate the sacrifice,” Aramis replied. “If it doesn’t help your body, at least it’ll benefit your soul.”

“So, Aramis, you’re really heading for the Church? How will our friends take it? What would Monsieur de Tréville say? They’ll call you a deserter, I warn you.”

“I’m not entering the Church—I’m going back to it.”

“I left the Church for the world, you know. I forced myself to become a Musketeer.”

“Me? I had no idea.”

“You didn’t know I left the seminary?”

“Not at all.”

“Then




Chapter XXVII: The Wife Of Athos

“We need to look for Athos now,” D’Artagnan said to the lively Aramis after explaining everything that had happened since they’d left the capital. A good dinner had helped one of them forget his thesis and the other his fatigue. “Do you think anything might have happened to him?” Aramis asked. “Athos is always so composed, so brave, and so skilled with his sword.”

“Absolutely. No one respects Athos’s courage and skill more than I do. Still, I’d much rather go up against lances with my sword than deal with staves.”

“I’m worried Athos might have been outmatched by those serving men. They hit hard and don’t give up easily. That’s why I’d like to set out as soon as possible.”

“I’ll try to go with you,” Aramis replied, “though I can hardly ride. Yesterday I tried using that cord hanging on the wall, but the pain stopped me before I could even begin.”

“That’s the first I’ve heard of anyone treating a gunshot wound with a cat-o’-nine-tails. But you were unwell, and illness can cloud your mind, so I’ll forgive you.”

“When do you plan to leave?”

“Tomorrow at first light. Try to get some sleep tonight; if you’re able, we’ll head out together in the morning.”

“Until tomorrow, then,” Aramis agreed. “Even with your iron constitution, you need rest.”

The next morning, when D’Artagnan went into Aramis’s room, he found him looking out the window. “What are you watching?” D’Artagnan asked.

“My goodness! I can’t look away from these three magnificent horses the stable boys are leading out. It would be a privilege fit for a prince to ride such fine animals.”

“Well, my dear Aramis, you have that privilege, because one of those horses is yours.”

“Really? Which one?”

“Whichever you prefer; I don’t mind.”

“And the fancy saddle and trappings—are they mine, too?”

“Absolutely.”

“You’re joking, D’Artagnan.”

“No, I’m quite serious now that you’re speaking French again.”

“What about those ornate holsters, the velvet covering, the silver-studded saddle—are they also for me?”

“All for you and no one else, just as the pawing horse is mine, and the prancing one belongs to Athos.”

“Good heavens! They’re truly beautiful animals!”

“I’m glad you think so.”

“It must have been the king who gave you such a gift.”

“Certainly not the cardinal; but never mind where they come from—just know that one is yours.”

“I’ll choose the one the red-haired boy is leading.”

“It’s yours!”

“Wonderful! That’s enough to cheer me up; I could ride him with thirty bullets in me. By my soul, what lovely stirrups!”

“Come here, Bazin!”

Bazin appeared in the doorway, looking gloomy and dispirited.

“That last order is unnecessary,” D’Artagnan interrupted. “You already have loaded pistols in your holsters.”

Bazin heaved a deep sigh.

“Come now, Monsieur Bazin, don’t be so upset,” D’Artagnan said. “People from all backgrounds can find a way to heaven.”

“Monsieur was such a good theologian,” Bazin replied, his voice shaking with emotion. “He could have become a bishop, or even a cardinal.”

“Well, my poor Bazin, think for a moment. What good is being a churchman? That doesn’t spare you the battlefield. Just look at the cardinal—he’s gearing up for the next campaign with helmet and sword. And what about Monsieur de Nogaret de la Valette?”

“He’s a cardinal, too,” Aramis added. “Ask his servant how often he’s had to get bandages ready for him.”

“Alas!” sighed Bazin. “I know, monsieur; everything is upside down in the world these days.”

As their conversation continued, the two young men and the poor servant headed downstairs.

“Hold my stirrup, Bazin,” Aramis called.

With his usual poise and agility, he mounted the horse. But after only a few leaps and prancing steps from the noble animal, Aramis’s pain surged so badly he turned pale and shook in the saddle. D’Artagnan, anticipating just such a moment, was quickly at his side, caught him in his arms, and led him back to his room.

“It’s all right, my dear Aramis. Take care of yourself,” he said. “I’ll search for Athos on my own.”

“You must be made of iron,” Aramis replied.

“No, it’s just that I’m lucky, that’s all. But how do you plan to keep busy until I return? No more theses, no more commentaries on your fingers or your blessings, right?”

Aramis smiled. “I’ll write poetry,” he answered. “Yes, I think I will—poems inspired by the scent of that note from Madame de Chevreuse’s attendant. I’ll teach Bazin about prosody; that should keep him occupied.”

“And as for the horse—ride him a little every day, and you’ll get used to his manners.”

“Oh, don’t worry about that,” Aramis answered. “I’ll be ready to catch up with you.”

They said goodbye, and within ten minutes, after entrusting his friend to the care of the hostess and Bazin, D’Artagnan was trotting out toward Amiens.

How would he find Athos? Would he find him at all? The situation he had left him in was precarious. He was likely dead.

This thought, though it darkened his brow, drove him to sigh and to vow vengeance. Of all his friends, Athos was the oldest and the least like him in looks, tastes, and sympathies. And yet, D’Artagnan unmistakably preferred this gentleman.

Athos had a noble and distinguished air, with flashes of greatness that would sometimes break through the shadow he chose to live in. His steady calm made him the most agreeable companion imaginable. There was an affected, cynical cheerfulness to him, and a sort of bravery that would have been reckless had it not come from extraordinary composure. These traits drew D’Artagnan to him, captivating him beyond friendship or even simple respect; they inspired true admiration. Indeed, even compared with M. de Tréville, that elegant and noble courtier, Athos could hold his own in any gathering.

He was average in height, but his proportions were so perfect that he had, more than once, overpowered Porthos—a giant even among Musketeers—in wrestling. Athos had a head with piercing eyes, a straight nose, and a chin reminiscent of Brutus; his face exuded a certain indescribable blend of dignity and charm. His hands, though neglected, were the envy of Aramis, who fussed over his own with almond paste and scented oil.

Athos’s voice was deep and melodious, and what was even more notable—despite his reserved nature—was his sophisticated understanding of society and the world. His refined manners seemed entirely natural in everything he did. At meals, he would arrange the seating perfectly, giving every guest the position due to their ancestors or their own achievements. If the talk turned to heraldry, Athos could name the kingdom’s noble families, their genealogies, alliances, coats of arms, and origins with ease.

He knew every subtlety of etiquette. He understood the rights of the great landowners and was highly skilled in hunting and falconry. Once, in conversation on that esteemed topic, he even astonished Louis XIII himself—who prided himself on expertise in the field. Like most nobles of his age, Athos rode and fenced superbly. His education was broad, even in academic studies—unusual among gentlemen then. He would smile at Aramis’s bits of Latin and at Porthos’s pretensions, when the latter tried to fake understanding.

Two or three times, to the amazement of his friends, he had quietly corrected Aramis for the occasional basic grammatical slip—changing a verb to the proper tense or a noun to the correct case. On top of that, his honesty was unimpeachable in an era when soldiers easily compromised their principles, lovers ignored all rules of propriety, and the desperate overlooked the Seventh Commandment. This Athos was truly remarkable. Yet, despite his exceptional qualities, striking good looks, and refinement, he was gradually succumbing to worldly habits, as old men give in to age. In his moments of gloom—of which there were many—he seemed to extinguish everything brilliant in himself, letting his light fade into darkness. Then, the half-god disappeared, leaving barely a shadow of the man he was.

With his head bowed, eyes dull, and speech slow, Athos would spend hours lost in thought, staring at his bottle, his glass, or at Grimaud. The faithful servant, trained to obey with just a look, could interpret even the subtlest signal from his master and fulfill his wishes at a glance. When the four friends gathered during these bleak moods, Athos contributed just an occasional word, forced out with effort. In place of conversation, he drank enough for all four, yet the wine only deepened the furrow in his brow and his sorrow.

D’Artagnan, always curious, had tried to find out the reason for Athos’s gloom and its unpredictable return. Despite his efforts, he had gotten nowhere. Athos never received mail, nor did he seem to hide any concerns from his friends. His sadness didn’t originate with wine; rather, he drank to fight it, only for the wine, as noted, to cast darker shadows over his spirits.

This excess of dark mood couldn’t be chalked up to gambling; unlike Porthos, who met chance’s whims with songs or curses, Athos was equally composed in victory and defeat. He was known among the Musketeers to win as much as three thousand pistoles in one night, only to lose them—and his gold-bordered gala belt—before winning it all back, plus a hundred louis more, all without a single twitch of his elegantly arched brow. His hands kept their pearly sheen, and even when he became cheerful again, it was calm and measured.

Nor was this melancholy, as is sometimes the case with our English neighbors, caused by a gloomy season. For him, the brightest months were often the worst; June and July tried him the most. At present, though, he showed no concern about the future—he just shrugged when others mentioned it.

His secret was in his past, D’Artagnan often sensed. This air of mystery was only heightened by Athos’s self-control—even in his deepest intoxication, neither his eyes nor his lips ever revealed his thoughts, no matter how carefully questions were phrased. “Well,” D’Artagnan mused, “poor Athos may be dead by now, and it could be my fault. I dragged him into this situation, and he had no idea why, still doesn’t know the whole story, and stands to gain nothing from it.”

“And besides, monsieur,” Planchet chimed in, overhearing his master’s brooding out loud, “we might even owe our lives to him. Remember, he shouted, ‘On, D’Artagnan, on, I am taken’? And when he fired his pistols, the noise he made with his sword! You’d swear twenty men—no, twenty demons—were all fighting at once!”

Those words only reinforced D’Artagnan’s resolve. He spurred his horse ahead, though he hardly needed more motivation, and they pressed on at a brisk pace.

Around eleven that morning, they caught sight of Amiens, and by half past eleven, they were at the door of the infamous inn. D’Artagnan had often daydreamed about getting revenge on the sneaky innkeeper—a satisfying reckoning even to anticipate. He entered, hat pulled low, left hand on his sword pommel, right hand flicking his whip. “Do you remember me?” he asked the innkeeper, who had hurried over, stunned by the Musketeer’s imposing presence.

“I’m afraid I don’t, monseigneur,” the innkeeper replied, his eyes wide at D’Artagnan’s looks and tone.

“What, you don’t recognize me?”

“No, monseigneur.”

“Well, let me jog your memory with two words.”

“What have you done with the gentleman you had the nerve to accuse of using counterfeit money about twelve days ago?”

The host went pale as death. D’Artagnan had taken on a menacing air, and Planchet matched his master’s mood.

“Oh, monseigneur, please, don’t bring that up!” the innkeeper wailed, despairing. “Oh, monseigneur, how dearly I have paid for that blunder, miserable man that I am!”

“I ask again, what happened to that gentleman?”

“Please, monseigneur, let me explain! Please, sit down!”

D’Artagnan, burning inside with worry and anger, took a seat, assuming the severe pose of a judge. Planchet glowered behind the armchair.

“Here is the story, monseigneur,” the host stammered, still trembling. “Now that I see you, yes, you are the one…”

“It was you who rode off just as I had my misfortune with the gentleman in question.”

“Yes, it was I. So you see clearly, you can expect no mercy from me unless you tell me everything.”

“Please, allow me to explain and you’ll know all.”

“I’m listening.”

“I had been warned by the authorities that a well-known counterfeiter would arrive at my inn, with several companions, all disguised as Guards or Musketeers. Monseigneur, I received precise descriptions of your horses, your servants, your faces—nothing was left out.”

“Go on, go on,” D’Artagnan urged, immediately guessing the source of the information.

“Following the authorities’ orders, who had given me six men as backup, I made the arrangements to catch the so-called counterfeiters.”

“Again!” D’Artagnan interrupted, wincing at the repeated insult.

“I’m sorry, monseigneur, to use those words, but I must explain myself. The authorities frightened me—a poor innkeeper needs to stay on their good side.”

“But again, that gentleman—where is he? What became of him?”

“Dead? Alive?”

“Patience, monseigneur, we’re getting there. What happened next you know, and your hasty departure,” the host added pointedly (D’Artagnan didn’t miss the jab), “seemed to confirm what occurred. That friend of yours fought like a lion. His servant, who’d happened to quarrel with the disguised officers—”

“Villain!” D’Artagnan burst out. “So you were all part of the ambush! I could almost strike you down where you stand.”

“Alas, monsieur, no, you’ll see soon enough we were not part of any plot.”

“Sir, your friend—forgive me, we did not know his name—disabled two men with his pistols and fell back, sword in hand, fighting fiercely. He struck down one of my men and knocked me out flat with the flat of his blade.”

“You rascal, will you ever finish? What’s become of Athos?”

“As he fought and fell back, as I said, he found the door to the cellar stairs open behind him. He snatched up the key and locked himself inside. We were sure to catch him there, so we left him alone for the time being.”

“Yes,” D’Artagnan said, “you didn’t really want to kill him; you wanted to lock him up.”

“Heavens, Monseigneur! Imprison him? He locked himself in, I tell you! He made quite an impression—one man was killed outright, two more badly wounded. Their friends carried them away, and I’ve heard nothing since.”

As soon as I’d recovered, I went to Monsieur the Governor and told him everything. I asked what to do with the prisoner. Monsieur the Governor was astonished and said he’d never heard a word of it; the orders did not come from him, and if I dared use his name in the mess, he’d have me hanged. Apparently I’d caught the wrong man, and the one I should have arrested got away.

“But Athos!” D’Artagnan cried, running out of patience. “Where is he?”

“Wanting to fix the injustice I’d done, I rushed to the cellar to set him free. But, monsieur, he was no longer a man; he was a demon! When I offered to let him out, he said it was a trick and insisted on his own terms for leaving.”

I reasoned with him humbly, knowing full well what trouble I was in after manhandling one of His Majesty’s Musketeers. I assured him I was ready to accept any condition.

“‘First,’ he said, ‘bring me my servant, armed.’”

We hurried to grant the request—we were desperate, monsieur. Monsieur Grimaud—he gave his name, though he hardly speaks—went to the cellar, wounds and all. Once his master let him in, they shut the door tight and told us to mind our own business upstairs.

“But where is Athos now?” D’Artagnan demanded. “Where is Athos?”

“In the cellar, monsieur.”

“What? You rascal! You’ve kept him in the cellar all this time?”

“Merciful heavens! No, monsieur!”

“Keep him in the cellar! If you only knew what he’s like down there. Oh, if you could only get him out, monsieur, I’d be eternally grateful—I’d worship you as a saint!”

“So he’s still there? I can find him there?”

“Yes, monsieur; he refuses to leave. Every day, we bring him bread on a fork through the air vent, sometimes meat if he asks. But alas!”

He doesn’t eat much bread or meat. I once tried going down with two of my staff, and he went into a terrible rage. I heard him loading his pistols, his servant readying a musketoon. When we asked what their intentions were, the master shouted he had forty charges and he and his lackey would fire every one before letting any of us step onto the cellar stairs. Then I complained to the governor; he only told me I was getting what I deserved—and maybe next time I’d treat important guests with more respect.

“So since then—” D’Artagnan said, laughing at the host’s sorry state.

“Since then, monsieur,” the host replied, “we have lived a miserable life. You see, we keep all our food in the cellar.”

That’s where the bottles and casks are, as well as beer, oil, spices, bacon, sausages. But since we can’t enter, we’ve had to refuse food and drink to our guests. Our business is falling apart. If your friend stays down there much longer, I’ll be ruined.

“And that’s only fair, you fool! Couldn’t you see from our appearance that we were people of quality, not criminals?”

“Yes, monsieur, you’re right,” the innkeeper agreed. “But listen! There he is!”

“Someone must have upset him,” D’Artagnan said.

“He must be disturbed,” the host exclaimed. “Two English gentlemen just arrived.”

“Well?”

“Well, as you may know, monsieur, the English love good wine. These gentlemen have demanded the best. My wife may have asked Monsieur Athos for permission to fetch it from the cellar, but as usual, he refused. Good heavens! The commotion is worse than ever!”

D’Artagnan himself now heard loud noises coming from the cellar area. He stood up, followed by the innkeeper—wringing his hands—and Planchet, musketoon at the ready. They found the two Englishmen visibly exasperated; hungry and thirsty after a long journey.

“This is outrageous!” one declared in fluent French, though with a foreign accent. “This madman refuses to let these good people access their own wine! Nonsense! Let’s break the door down—and if he’s mad enough to resist, we’ll kill him!”

“Not so fast, gentlemen!” D’Artagnan replied, pulling his pistols from his belt. “There’ll be no killing here, if you please!”

“Very well, very well!” came Athos’s calm voice from the other side of the door. “Let them come in, these baby-devourers—we’ll see what happens!”

Despite their bravado, the two Englishmen exchanged doubtful looks. One could have imagined that some ogre, straight from legend, was lurking in that cellar, ready to devour any who entered. There was a brief, awkward silence. Then, the more impatient Englishman stomped down the stairs and gave the door a kick that could have splintered a wall.

“Planchet,” D’Artagnan instructed, cocking his pistols, “I’ll handle the one at the top; you take the one below. Ah, gentlemen




Chapter XXVIII: The Return

D’Artagnan was taken aback by Athos’s alarming candor, though much of it remained mysterious. To start, the confession had come from a man who was quite drunk to one who was only half so. Yet, despite the cloudiness that three or four bottles of Burgundy might bring to the mind, D’Artagnan awoke the next morning with Athos’s words vividly impressed upon his memory, as though he had just heard them. The impact was profound. This uncertainty only deepened his desire for the truth, so he entered his friend’s chamber, determined to resume the conversation from the night before. However, he found Athos as he usually was—shrewd and impenetrable as ever. After a cheerful handshake, it was the Musketeer who started the conversation.

“I was quite drunk yesterday, D’Artagnan,” Athos admitted. “I can tell from my swollen, burning tongue and my unsteady pulse this morning. I must have rambled on with a thousand foolish tales.” As he spoke, he looked at D’Artagnan with such intensity that it made his friend uneasy.

“No,” D’Artagnan replied, “if I remember right, you didn’t say anything unusual.”

“Ah, you surprise me. I thought I’d told a rather sad story.” Athos studied D’Artagnan, as if trying to read his heart.

“Well,” D’Artagnan said, “perhaps I was even drunker than you—I can’t remember anything of the sort.”

Athos looked at him skeptically. “You must have noticed, my friend, that every man has his own kind of drunkenness. Some get sad, some get cheerful. I’m the melancholy sort. When I drink too much, I can’t help retelling the tragic stories my old nurse used to tell me. It’s a failing, I know—a serious one—but aside from that, I can hold my liquor.”

Athos sounded so matter-of-fact that D’Artagnan began to doubt himself. “So that’s it,” he answered, eager for the truth. “I remember something like a dream. We were talking about hanging.”

“Ah—you see how it is,” Athos said, turning pale but still trying to laugh. “Hanging is my nightmare.”

“Yes, yes,” said D’Artagnan. “Now I remember—it was about—wait a second—yes, a woman.”

“That’s right,” Athos replied, almost white as a sheet. “That’s my famous story about a beautiful lady. I’d have to be pretty drunk to tell it.”

“Yes, that’s it,” D’Artagnan pressed. “About a tall, fair lady with blue eyes.”

“Yes—a lady who was hanged.”

“By her husband, a nobleman you once knew,” D’Artagnan finished, watching Athos closely.

“There, you see the kind of trouble a man gets into when he isn’t in control,” Athos replied, shrugging sadly. “I certainly won’t get drunk again, D’Artagnan—it’s a bad habit.”

D’Artagnan stayed silent for a moment, and then Athos abruptly changed the subject.

“By the way, thank you for the horse you brought me.”

“Do you like him?” D’Artagnan asked.

“Yes, but he’s not built for hard work.”

“You’re wrong. I rode him nearly ten leagues in an hour and a half, and he was no more tired than if he’d simply walked around the Place St. Sulpice.”

“Ah, now you’re making me regret it.”

“Regret what?”

“I’ve parted with him.”

“How’s that?”

“Well, here’s what happened. I woke up this morning at six. You were still fast asleep, and I didn’t know what to do with myself. I was still under the weather from yesterday’s spree.”

When I entered the common room, one of our Englishmen was bargaining with a dealer for a horse, as his own had died the previous day from bleeding. I came over and overheard him offering a hundred pistoles for a chestnut nag. “Pardieu,” I said, “sir, I have a horse to sell, too.”

“Aye, a fine one! I saw him yesterday—your friend’s servant was leading him.”

“Do you think he’s worth a hundred pistoles?”

“Certainly! Will you sell him to me for that?”

“No, but I’ll wager him.”

“What?”

“At dice.”

We played, and I lost the horse. Ah, ah!

“But see, I won back the harness!” Athos cried. D’Artagnan looked deeply unsettled.

“Does that bother you?” Athos asked.

“I must admit, it does,” D’Artagnan replied. “That horse was our mark for the day of battle. It was a token—a symbol.”

“Athos, you’ve made a mistake,” D’Artagnan said sternly.

“But, my friend, put yourself in my shoes,” said Athos. “I felt miserable, and honestly, I’ve never liked English horses. Anyway, it’s the saddle that matters for recognition—it’s unique. As for the horse, we can come up with some story about how he vanished. A horse is just flesh; he could have gotten sick at any time.”

D’Artagnan was not amused.

“You put too much importance on horses,” Athos continued, “and I’m not even finished.”

“What else?” D’Artagnan asked, curious in spite of himself.

“After I’d lost my horse, nine against ten—so close—I had the idea to bet yours.”

“Tell me you didn’t act on that thought?”

“I did—right away.”

“And what happened?” D’Artagnan asked, growing anxious.

“I rolled, and I lost.”

“What? My horse?”

“Yes. Your horse—seven against eight. Just a point off; you know how luck is.”

“Athos, you’re not thinking straight, I swear.”

“My dear fellow, that was yesterday, when I was telling you all those mad stories. You should have stopped me then, not now. I lost him, saddle and all.”

“That’s dreadful.”

“Wait, there’s more. I’d be a good gambler if I weren’t so hot-tempered. But I was cool-headed—”

“And what did you have left to gamble with? You had nothing left!”

“Yes, I did! I saw that diamond ring on your finger yesterday.”

“This diamond!” D’Artagnan cried, quickly feeling for his ring.

“As a judge of such things—I once had a few myself—I put it at a thousand pistoles.”

“I hope,” said D’Artagnan, his fear almost paralyzing him, “that you didn’t offer up my diamond?”

“Quite the contrary, my friend. That diamond was our last chance; perhaps with it I could win back our horses and harness, and still have enough left for our journey home.”

“Athos, you make me shudder!” said D’Artagnan.

“I spoke of your diamond to my opponent, who’d also noticed it. Tell me, since when can a man wear a star from heaven on his hand without people noticing? It can’t be done.”

“Go on, go on!” D’Artagnan urged. “Honestly, your calmness is about to kill me.”

“We divided the diamond into ten shares, a hundred pistoles each.”

“You’re joking—you’re trying my patience!” D’Artagnan snapped, his anger rising.

“No, I’m not, mordieu! I’d have liked to see you in my situation! I hadn’t seen a human face in fifteen days, alone with nothing but bottles.”

“That’s still no reason to risk my diamond!” D’Artagnan replied, clenching his fist.

“Listen to the end. Ten lots of a hundred pistoles, ten throws, no second chances; in thirteen throws, everything was gone. Thirteen—that number is unlucky for me; it was the thirteenth of July when—”

“Ventrebleu!” D’Artagnan shouted, leaping up, more concerned about what was happening now than what had happened in the past.

“Patience!” Athos said. “I had another idea. The Englishman is quite a character; I saw him talking to Grimaud earlier, and Grimaud told me the man offered him a job. So, I bet Grimaud—the silent Grimaud—split into ten shares.”

“Well, then?” D’Artagnan asked, unable to keep from laughing.

“Yes, Grimaud himself. And with the ten shares that Grimaud’s worth—less than a ducat—I won the diamond back. So, tell me, isn’t persistence a virtue?”

“My word, that’s amusing!” D’Artagnan said, laughing until his sides ached. “So what next? With luck turning in your favor, you wagered the diamond again?”

“Heavens!” D’Artagnan groaned, annoyance returning.

“I won back your saddle, then your horse, then mine—then lost it all again. In short, at the moment I’ve recovered your saddle and mine. That was a good point to stop.”

D’Artagnan let out a breath as if a great weight had been lifted from him.

“So the diamond is safe?” he asked, his voice barely audible.

“Safe and sound, my friend—along with the saddles for your Bucephalus and mine.”

“But what good are saddles without horses?”

“I have an idea for that.”

“Athos, you make me nervous.”

“Listen. You haven’t played in some time, D’Artagnan.”

“And I have no wish to.”

“Don’t commit yourself just yet. Since you haven’t played for a while, you’re probably due for a win.”

“What do you mean?”

“The Englishman and his companion are still here.”

I saw he really regretted losing the horse trappings. “If you care about your horse, I’d bet the saddlery against the horse.”

“He won’t want just one saddle.”

“Bet both, pardieu! I’m less greedy than you.”

“Would you do that?” D’Artagnan asked, uncertain, as Athos’s assurance began to persuade him in spite of himself.

“I swear, I’d do it in a heartbeat.”

“But if I lose the horses, I really want to keep the saddles.”

“Then stake your diamond.”

“That? Never!”

“The devil!” said Athos.

“I would suggest Planchet, but we’ve already staked him, and the Englishman might not care for that.”

“In all honesty, Athos,” D’Artagnan replied, “I’d rather not risk anything.”

“A pity,” Athos said, shrugging. “The Englishman is swimming in pistoles. Just one throw! It’s nothing!”

“And if I lose?”

“You’ll win.”

“But what if I don’t?”

“Then you’ll lose the saddles.”

“All right—one throw!” D’Artagnan said.

Athos went to find the Englishman, who was in the stable, gazing longingly at the saddles. The timing was perfect.

He made the offer: two saddles, for either one horse or a hundred pistoles. The Englishman considered—it was a fair deal, as the saddles were worth three hundred pistoles. He agreed. D’Artagnan, hand shaking, rolled the dice and threw a three. He turned pale, worrying Athos, who could only say, “Bad luck, my friend. You get the horses with fittings, monsieur.”

The Englishman, delighted, didn’t bother shaking the dice. He threw them on the table, convinced of his win. D’Artagnan turned away to hide his disappointment.

“Wait just a moment!” Athos interrupted calmly. “That’s a striking throw.”

“I’ve only seen this four times in my life. Two aces!”

The Englishman was astounded, while D’Artagnan felt a wave of joy.

“Yes,” Athos continued, “only four times: at Monsieur Créquy’s, once at my estate—back when I had one—a third at Monsieur de Tréville’s house, which amazed us all; and the fourth at a tavern, when I lost a hundred louis and a dinner.”

“Then monsieur will take his horse,” the Englishman said.

“Of course,” answered D’Artagnan.

“And there’s to be no second chance?”

“Our agreement was, ‘No revenge,’ if you recall.”

“That’s true—the horse will be returned to your servant, monsieur.”

“One moment,” Athos cut in. “I’d like to speak to my friend, if you please.”

“Go ahead,” the Englishman said.

Athos pulled D’Artagnan aside.

“Well, you tempter—what now?” D’Artagnan asked. “You want another throw, don’t you?”

“No, I want you to think.”

“Think about what?”

“You’re planning to take your horse?”

“Of course.”

“You’re mistaken. I’d choose the hundred pistoles, instead. Remember, you wagered the saddles against either the horse or a hundred pistoles, your choice.”

“Yes, I remember.”

“Then let me say it again: you’re wrong to pick the horse. What good is one horse for both of us? I can’t ride behind you.”

“We’d look like the sons of Aymon, mourning their brother. You wouldn’t humiliate me by parading around on a magnificent steed while I follow on foot. In your place, I’d take the hundred pistoles. We need it for our journey back to Paris.”

“I’m attached to that horse, Athos.”

“There’s your mistake. A horse can go lame, break a bone, or catch something at the trough. A horse is just an animal; but a hundred pistoles can support a gentleman.”

“And how will we travel?”

“On our lackeys’ ponies, pardieu.”

“It’ll be obvious just looking at us that we have some standing.”

“We’ll make a sight, with Porthos and Aramis on grand horses and us on tiny ponies.”

“Aramis! Porthos!” Athos suddenly laughed.

“What’s so funny?” D’Artagnan asked, puzzled.

“Oh, nothing—go on, then!”

“So, your advice?”

“Pick the hundred pistoles, D’Artagnan. That will set us up comfortably for the month.”

“We’ve worked hard lately, and could use a rest.”

“A rest? Not for me. Once in Paris, I need to resume my search for that unfortunate woman!”

“Well, let me tell you, your horse won’t serve you as well as a pouch full of gold. Take the hundred pistoles, my friend—just take them!”

D’Artagnan needed only one good reason to give in, and this one did the trick. Besides, he worried further stubbornness might make him seem selfish to Athos. He agreed and accepted the hundred pistoles, which the Englishman paid right away.

They made arrangements to depart. Settling with the innkeeper, plus Athos’s old horse, cost them six pistoles. D’Artagnan and Athos rode Planchet’s and Grimaud’s horses, while their two lackeys set out on foot with the saddles on their heads. Even with their inferior mounts, D’Artagnan and Athos soon left their servants behind and reached Crèvecœur. From afar, they saw Aramis at his window, gazing into the distance like Sister Anne, watching for dust on the road.

“Holà, Aramis! What are you doing there?” called the two friends.

“Ah, it’s you, D’Artagnan, and Athos,” replied Aramis. “I was contemplating how fast good things disappear. My English horse, which just vanished in a cloud of dust, reminds me of the fragility of all things. Life itself is summed up in three words: Erat, est, fuit.”

“Which means—” D’Artagnan started.

“Which means I’ve been conned—sixty louis for a horse that can barely make five leagues an hour.”

Athos and D’Artagnan laughed heartily.

“My dear D’Artagnan,” Aramis said, “don’t be mad at me. Sometimes necessity makes its own rules; and besides, I’m the real loser, swindled out of at least fifty louis by some rascal of a horsedealer. Ah, you two—you’re good managers! You ride our lackeys’ horses and have your own fine beasts led along for show.”

At that moment a market cart, which had appeared a short while earlier from the road to Amiens, pulled in at the inn. Planchet and Grimaud emerged, carrying saddles on their heads. The cart was headed back empty to Paris, and the two lackeys had arranged to ride along in return for keeping the driver’s thirst satisfied.

“What’s this?” Aramis cried, seeing them. “Just saddles?”

“You see?” Athos said. “This is just my luck! I instinctively held onto the harness. Holà, Bazin! Bring my new saddle and add it to the rest.”

“And what did you do with your churchmen?” asked D’Artagnan.

“My dear fellow, I invited them to dinner the next day,” answered Aramis. “There’s very good wine here—keep that in mind. I tried to get them drunk. The curate wanted me to stay in my uniform; the Jesuit wants to become a Musketeer.”

“Without a thesis?” D’Artagnan exclaimed. “No thesis? I demand that the thesis be abolished!”

“Since then,” Aramis went on, “I’ve been quite happy here. I’ve even started a poem made up entirely of single-syllable verses.”

“That’s certainly difficult, but one values things by how hard they are. Is the topic worthy? Let me read you the first canto—it’s four hundred lines and takes just a minute.”

“My dear Aramis,” D’Artagnan replied, who disliked poetry almost as much as Latin, “if you add brevity to difficulty, your poem will surely have at least two good qualities.”

“You’ll see,” Aramis went on, “it’s full of depth. So, my friends, shall we head back to Paris? Bravo!”

“I’m ready. Let’s join up with good old Porthos. Honestly, I’ve missed him—and his self-contentment gives me peace. He’d never part with his horse—not for all the gold in Asia!”

“I think I can picture him, riding his splendid mount, sitting in his grand saddle. I bet he’ll look just like the Great Mogul!”

They stopped for an hour to rest the ponies. Aramis paid his bill, put Bazin in the cart with Planchet and Grimaud, and set out to join Porthos. When they arrived, they found him up and looking healthier than before. He sat at a table, set for four despite his solitude, with beautifully prepared meats, excellent wines, and fine fruits.

“Ah, pardieu!” he exclaimed, getting up. “You’re just in time, gentlemen.”

“I just started the soup. Sit down and eat with me.”

“Oh, oh!” said D’Artagnan. “Mousqueton can’t have roped in these bottles with his lasso. And look here—a tasty fricandeau and a fillet of beef!”

“I’m recovering,” said Porthos. “I really am. Nothing weakens a man like these blasted strains. Athos, have you ever had a strain?”

“Never! Though during that business on Rue Férou, I took a sword wound that, after a couple of weeks, wore me out the same way.”

“But this dinner isn’t just for you, is it, Porthos?” asked Aramis.

“No,” Porthos admitted, “I was expecting a few local gentlemen, but they just sent word they’re not coming.”

“Well, you’ll take their place, and I won’t lose by the swap. Holà, Mousqueton—more chairs, and double the wine!”

After a brief pause, Athos interrupted, “Do you know what we’re eating here?”

“Pardieu!” D’Artagnan replied. “I, for one, am enjoying veal garnished with shrimp and vegetables.”

“And I have some lamb chops,” Porthos added.

“And I a simple chicken,” Aramis chimed in.

“You are all mistaken, gentlemen,” Athos said gravely. “What you’re eating is horse.”

“Eating what?” D’Artagnan exclaimed.

“Horse!” Aramis echoed, his face twisting in disgust.

Porthos stayed silent. “Yes, a horse. Aren’t we feasting on a horse, Porthos? Maybe with the saddle too?”

“No, gentlemen—I’ve kept the harness,” Porthos replied.

“My word,” Aramis said, “we truly are all alike. One would think we’d planned this.” “What could I do?” Porthos shrugged.

“This horse made my visitors feel ashamed of theirs,




Chapter XXIX: Hunting For The Equipments

Among the four friends, D’Artagnan was undoubtedly the most troubled. As a Guardsman, he could obtain his equipment with relative ease, unlike his fellow Musketeers, all men of higher rank. Yet, our Gascon cadet, as previously noted, had a prudent and almost miserly disposition, along with a vanity nearly equal to Porthos’s. This vanity was now intensified by a deeper concern, far less selfish in nature. Despite all his inquiries about Madame Bonacieux, he hadn’t managed to learn anything about her whereabouts.

de Tréville had spoken of her to the queen, who was unaware of where the mercer’s young wife might be, but promised to try to find her. However, this promise felt vague and provided little comfort to D’Artagnan. Athos stayed in his chamber, firm in his decision not to make any preparations for himself. “We still have fifteen days left,” he told his friends. “If, by the end of that time, I have found nothing—or rather, if nothing finds me—then, as a good Catholic who would never take my own life with a pistol, I will seek a proper quarrel with four of his Eminence’s Guards or eight Englishmen. I’ll fight until one of them kills me, which, given the odds, must happen eventually. They’ll say I died for the king, and thus I will have done my duty, no outfit required.”

Porthos kept wandering around, hands behind his back, tossing his head and muttering, “I shall pursue my idea.”

Aramis, looking anxious and poorly dressed, remained silent. All these gloomy details showed the despair within their small circle.

The lackeys, like the horses of Hippolytus, reflected the sorrow of their masters. Mousqueton hoarded up scraps, while Bazin, ever inclined to devotion, spent his time in churches. Planchet idly watched the flight of flies, and Grimaud, though surrounded by gloom, maintained his steadfast silence, sighing deeply enough to move stones.

The three friends—since Athos had sworn not to make a single effort for his own equipment—would go out early each morning and come home late at night. They roamed the streets, eyes scanning the ground as if expecting to find a lost purse. They seemed on the hunt for something, so intent were they during their wanderings. When they encountered each other, they exchanged anxious looks, silently asking, “Have you found anything?”

It was Porthos, after deep reflection, who first put an idea into action.

Porthos was a man of decisive action, truly determined. One day, D’Artagnan saw him heading toward the church of St. Leu and felt compelled to follow him. Porthos entered the church, having twisted his mustache and elongated his goatee—sure signs of his triumphant resolve. D’Artagnan made sure to keep hidden, so Porthos would think himself alone. Quietly, D’Artagnan slipped inside behind him.

Porthos leaned against a pillar, while D’Artagnan, unnoticed, did the same at another. The church was crowded, drawn by a sermon. Porthos used the opportunity to scan the women in the congregation. Thanks to Mousqueton’s careful attention, his outward appearance scarcely reflected his recent struggles. His hat was a bit worn, his feather faded, and his gold lace tarnished, but in the dim light, these flaws were invisible. To others, Porthos was the impressive figure he had always been.

D’Artagnan noticed a striking woman sitting on the bench nearest the pillar Porthos leaned on. She had a mature beauty—somewhat sallow and dry—but carried herself with haughty pride under her black hood. Porthos’s eyes darted toward her, then roved away across the nave. The woman, who at times blushed, watched him, then found his gaze drifting elsewhere.

Obviously, this back-and-forth excited her, and she bit her lips until they bled, scratched her nose, and fidgeted on her seat. Noticing her agitation, Porthos twisted his mustache, elongated his goatee yet again, and began signaling to a much younger and more beautiful lady near the choir. This woman clearly belonged to the upper class, as shown by the young Black boy who brought her a cushion to kneel on, and the maidservant who held the embroidered bag containing her Mass book.

The woman in the black hood followed Porthos’s gaze, noting how it lingered on the lady with the velvet cushion, the page, and the maid.

All this time, Porthos stayed discreetly vigilant. His subtle glances, fingers on his lips, and teasing smiles belittled the beauty whom he no longer considered worthy. Then, with an emphatic “Ahem!” the woman in the black hood struck her chest with such passion that everyone, including the lady with the red cushion, turned to look. Porthos, however, showed no concern. He understood what was happening but pretended not to.

The lady with the red cushion made quite an impression—her beauty was obvious—especially to the woman in the black hood, who regarded her as a new rival. Porthos found her much more attractive than the woman in the black hood, while D’Artagnan recognized her as the woman from Meung, Calais, and Dover—the one his adversary, the man with the scar, had addressed as Milady.

D’Artagnan, keeping his eyes on the lady with the red cushion, was greatly amused by Porthos’s performance. He suspected that the woman in the black hood was the procurator’s wife from Rue aux Ours, a reasonable assumption given St. Leu’s location. He also guessed that Porthos was seeking revenge for the incident at Chantilly, where the procurator’s wife had stubbornly refused to part with her purse.

Meanwhile, D’Artagnan noticed that none of the women responded to Porthos’s advances. All he saw were mere illusions and shadows. But in affairs of true love and genuine jealousy, is there really anything but illusions and shadows?

After the sermon ended, the procurator’s wife moved toward the holy font. Porthos stepped ahead of her and, instead of just dipping one finger, plunged his whole hand in. The procurator’s wife smiled, thinking Porthos had done it for her sake, but her illusion was soon spoiled. As she drew near, only three steps away, he turned away, looking fixedly at the lady with the red cushion, who was now rising—her servant and maid at her side.

When the lady with the red cushion came close, Porthos removed his wet hand from the font. The beautiful worshipper brushed his large hand with her delicate fingers, smiled, made the sign of the cross, and left the church.

That was too much for the procurator’s wife—she believed there must be something between this woman and Porthos. Had she been a grand lady, she might have fainted; as a mere procurator’s wife, she settled for a malevolent glare. “Eh, Monsieur Porthos, is there no holy water left for me?”

Hearing her voice, Porthos started as if waking from a century of sleep. “Ma-madame!” he exclaimed. “Is it you? And how is your husband, our dear Monsieur Coquenard? Still as tight-fisted as ever? How could I have missed you through the entire two-hour sermon?”

“I was right near you, monsieur,” replied the procurator’s wife. “But you were only watching the pretty lady you just gave holy water to.”

Porthos acted bewildered.

“Oh,” he said, “you saw—”

“I’d have to be blind to miss it.”

“Yes,” Porthos replied, “that’s a duchess I know quite well. But it’s nearly impossible to meet her since her husband is so jealous. She let me know she’d be coming to this humble church, hidden in such a poor neighborhood, just so she could see me.”

“Monsieur Porthos,” said the procurator’s wife, “would you give me your arm for a moment? I have something to say to you.”

“Gladly, madame,” Porthos replied, winking to himself like a gambler savoring his next play. Just then, D’Artagnan strolled by in pursuit of Milady. He glanced at Porthos and caught his look of triumph. “Ah,” he thought, following the peculiar morality of the day, “there’s one who will be well equipped soon!”

Yielding to the gentle pull of the procurator’s wife, like a ship following the helm, Porthos let her lead him into the cloister of St. Magloire—a little-used passageway with turnstiles at either end. During the day, the only people found there were beggars savoring their crusts and children playing.

“Ah, Monsieur Porthos,” exclaimed the procurator’s wife, when she was certain no stranger could see or hear them, “Ah, Monsieur Porthos, you are quite a lady-killer, aren’t you!”

“Me, madame?” Porthos asked, swelling with pride. “Why do you say so?”

“All those glances, and the holy water! That lady with the Black boy and the maid must be a true princess!”

“Heavens! Madame, you’re mistaken,” Porthos insisted. “She is only a duchess.”

“And what about the footman waiting at the door, and that carriage with the coachman in handsome livery waiting outside?”

Porthos hadn’t noticed the footman or the carriage, but the ever-watchful Madame Coquenard had seen it all. Porthos regretted not making the lady with the red cushion a princess at once. “Oh, you are certainly a favorite among the ladies, Monsieur Porthos!” sighed the procurator’s wife.

“Well,” replied Porthos, “with the figure nature gave me, you can imagine I don’t often lack for good luck.”

“Good heavens, how quickly men forget!” exclaimed the procurator’s wife, looking to the ceiling. “Women forget even faster,” Porthos responded, “for I, madame, was your victim. When I lay wounded and nearly dying, abandoned by the surgeons—me, the son of a noble house, who counted on your friendship—I almost died from my wounds and then from hunger, stuck in that miserable inn at Chantilly, while you never once replied to my desperate letters.”

“But, Monsieur Porthos,” protested the procurator’s wife, beginning to wonder if, after all, she had done wrong, “I sacrificed the Baronne de—”

“I know.”

“And the Comtesse de—”

“Monsieur Porthos, don’t be cruel!”

“You’re right, madame; I’ll stop.”

“But it was my husband who refused the loan.”

“Madame Coquenard,” Porthos said, “do you remember the very first letter you sent me? I’ll never forget it.”

The procurator’s wife gave a faint groan. “Besides,” she said, “the sum you asked to borrow was quite large.”

“Madame Coquenard, out of all I might have appealed to, I chose you. I could have simply written to the duchess—but I won’t name her; I’d never compromise a woman’s honor. But I know if I’d written to her, she’d have sent me fifteen hundred without a thought.”

A tear ran down the procurator’s wife’s cheek.

“Monsieur Porthos,” she said, “you’ve already punished me. If you’re ever in trouble again, you have only to ask.”

“Come now, madame!” Porthos exclaimed, pretending shock. “Let’s not talk about money—it’s embarrassing.”

“Then you don’t love me anymore!” the procurator’s wife said, her voice low and sad. Porthos remained silent, his manner princely. “Is that all you have to say? I see.”

“Think of the wrong you did me, madame! It’s all here!” Porthos exclaimed, pressing a hand over his heart for effect.

“I will make up for it, dear Porthos,” she assured him.

“And what did I ask of you?” Porthos said, shrugging as if among equals. “Just a loan, that’s all! I know you aren’t rich, Madame Coquenard, and that your husband squeezes his struggling clients for every last coin. If you were a duchess, a marchioness, or a countess, it would be different—then your refusal would be unpardonable.”

The procurator’s wife felt a sting of anger.

“Know this, Monsieur Porthos,” she replied, “my strongbox, though it belongs to a mere procurator’s wife, is fuller than any of your proud lady friends’.”

“That only makes your refusal worse,” Porthos said, withdrawing his arm. “If you are rich, Madame Coquenard, then you have no excuse.”

“When I said rich,” the procurator’s wife replied, regretting her words, “I didn’t mean it precisely. I’m not exactly wealthy, just comfortable.”

“Let’s say no more about it, madame,” said Porthos. “We’ve misunderstood each other; our sympathy is gone.”

“Ingrate!” she cried.

“Well then! Complain to your beautiful duchess,” Porthos said. “Go to her—I shan’t stop you.”

“And she is truly remarkable, let me tell you.”

“Now, Monsieur Porthos, for the last time—do you still love me?”

“Ah, madame,” replied Porthos, in the most mournful voice he could manage, “when we are setting out on this campaign—a campaign, I have a feeling, from which I may never return—”

“Oh, don’t talk like that!” the procurator’s wife exclaimed, bursting into tears.

“Something tells me so,” Porthos went on, growing more and more melancholy. “Or perhaps it would be just as fair to say that you’ve given your heart to someone else.”

“Not at all; I’m telling you the truth. No one else is on my mind, and I even feel something here for you. But in just fifteen days—the campaign will begin, and whether you know it or not, I’ll be thrown into a flurry of preparation, then I must travel to see my family in Lower Brittany for the money I need before setting out.”

Porthos saw the struggle in her between love and money.

“And since,” she said, “the duchess you saw at church has estates near my family’s place, we plan to travel together. Journeys always go by quicker with company.”

“Don’t you have any friends in Paris, Monsieur Porthos?” inquired the procurator’s wife.

“I thought I did,” Porthos answered, sinking back into his sadness, “but I was wrong.”

“You do!” declared the procurator’s wife, getting carried away. “Come to our house tomorrow. Since you are the son of my aunt, you’re my cousin. You’re from Noyon in Picardy, and you have several lawsuits and no attorney. Do you have all that straight?”

“Perfectly, madame.”

“Come at dinner time.”

“Very well.”

“And be careful of my husband; he’s seventy-six, but he’s crafty.”

“Seventy-six!”

“Peste! What an age!” Porthos exclaimed.

“A great age, indeed, Monsieur Porthos. Yes, the poor fellow could leave me a widow any day,” she said, looking at Porthos suggestively. “Fortunately, our marriage contract provides that whoever outlives the other inherits everything.”

“All?”

“Yes, all.”

“You’re quite the planner, my dear Madame Coquenard,” Porthos said, squeezing her hand gently.

“So we’re friends again, dearest Monsieur Porthos?” she asked, cooing.

“For life,” Porthos replied, matching her tone.

“Until we meet again, you traitor!”

“Until we meet, my charming forgetter!”

“Tomorrow, my angel!”

“Tomorrow, flame of my life!”




Chapter XXX: D’Artagnan And The Englishman

D’Artagnan followed Milady, making sure she didn’t see him. He watched her climb into her carriage and heard her tell the coachman to drive to St. Germain. It was pointless to try keeping up with a carriage drawn by two strong horses on foot. Regretfully, D’Artagnan turned back toward the Rue Férou.

On Rue de Seine, D’Artagnan met Planchet, who was stopped in front of a pastry shop, gazing hungrily at a cake in the window. D’Artagnan told him to go saddle two horses at M. de Tréville’s stables—one for himself and one for Planchet—and to bring them to Athos’s house. Tréville had kindly made his stables available to D’Artagnan. Planchet headed off to Rue du Colombier, while D’Artagnan went to Rue Férou. Meanwhile, Athos was at home, gloomily emptying a bottle of the excellent Spanish wine he’d brought back from his journey to Picardy.

He gestured for Grimaud to bring a glass for D’Artagnan, and Grimaud, as always, obeyed. D’Artagnan told Athos all that had happened at the church between Porthos and the procurator’s wife, noting that their friend was likely well on his way to getting outfitted.

“As for me,” Athos replied, “I’m quite at ease. Women won’t have to pay for my outfit.”

“Handsome, well-bred, noble gentleman that you are, dear Athos, not even princesses or queens would be safe from your charm.”

“How young D’Artagnan is!” Athos said, shrugging. He signaled Grimaud for another bottle. Just then, Planchet timidly poked his head in the half-open door to tell his master the horses were ready.

“What horses?” Athos asked.

“Two horses that Monsieur de Tréville lent me for pleasure. I’m about to take a ride to St. Germain.”

“And what are you going to do at St. Germain?” Athos asked curiously. D’Artagnan then described his church encounter, including the lady who, together with the man in the black cloak and the scar on his temple, occupied his thoughts.

“So, you’re in love with this lady the way you were with Madame Bonacieux,” Athos observed, shrugging dismissively, as if to say he scorned such weakness.

“Me? Not at all!” D’Artagnan answered seriously.

“I simply want to solve the mystery surrounding her. I can’t explain it fully, but I sense that this woman, though a stranger to me and I to her, plays a part in my life.”

“Well, perhaps you’re right,” Athos said. “But I can’t imagine any woman worth searching for once lost. Madame Bonacieux is lost. If she’s found, that’s up to fate.”

“No, Athos, you’re wrong,” said D’Artagnan. “I love my poor Constance more than ever. If I knew where she was, even at the ends of the earth, I’d go to rescue her. But I’m lost; all my efforts have failed. What more can I do?”

“I have to distract myself!”

“Do so with Milady if you wish, my dear D’Artagnan; may it bring you happiness.”

“Hear me out, Athos,” D’Artagnan said. “Instead of sitting here as if you’re under arrest, why not ride out with me to St. Germain?”

“My friend,” Athos replied, “I ride horses when I have them; when I don’t, I walk.”

“Well,” D’Artagnan said, smiling at Athos’s gruffness—something he would have resented in any other, “I take things as they come; I’m not as proud as you. So, au revoir, dear Athos.”

“Au revoir,” the Musketeer replied, signaling Grimaud to uncork the next bottle. D’Artagnan and Planchet mounted their horses and set off for St. Germain.

As D’Artagnan rode, Athos’s words about Madame Bonacieux echoed in his mind. He wasn’t generally sentimental, but the beautiful mercer’s wife had left her mark on his heart. He’d sworn he would travel to the world’s end to find her; but since the world was round, those “ends” were many, and he didn’t know which to pursue. Meanwhile, he decided to pursue Milady, reasoning that since she had spoken to the man in the black cloak, she must know him.

To D’Artagnan, it was clearly the man in the black cloak who had kidnapped Madame Bonacieux a second time, just as he had the first. When D’Artagnan said that, in seeking Milady, he was really looking for Constance, he was only half honest—a minor falsehood at best. Lost in these thoughts, he now and then nudged his horse to hasten the pace. Soon, D’Artagnan completed the trip and arrived at St. Germain. He had just passed the pavilion where, ten years later, Louis XIV would make history.

He rode down a quiet street, glancing left and right, eager for a glimpse of his beautiful Englishwoman. Suddenly, from the ground floor of a house—which, in the style of the day, had no windows facing the street—he caught a familiar face pe

# Chapter XXXII: A Procurator’s Dinner

Despite Porthos’s impressive performance in the duel, he hadn’t forgotten about the dinner hosted by the procurator’s wife. The next day, he spent an hour receiving the finishing touches from Mousqueton’s brush before heading to the Rue aux Ours, walking with the assurance of someone whom fortune favors. His heart was pounding, but not with the restless, youthful love that drove D’Artagnan. No, it was a much more practical desire running through his veins. At last, he was about to cross that mysterious threshold, climb the stairs that, he knew, had once led to the old crowns belonging to M. Coquenard. He was about to actually see the coffer he had dreamed of so many times—a long, deep chest, locked, bolted, embedded in the wall; a chest he had heard discussed often, and which the hands of the procurator’s wife—slightly wrinkled but still elegant—now seemed ready to reveal to his eager view.

There he was—a wanderer in this world, a man without fortune or family, a soldier used to inns and taverns, a wine-lover whose meals depended on chance—about to take part in family dinners, enjoy the comforts of a settled home, and bask in the small attentions that, as old soldiers say, are all the more precious the rarer they are.

To step into a cousin’s role and claim a seat at a well-set table each day, to smooth the yellow, wrinkled brow of the old procurator, and to teach the clerks the secrets of *bassette*, *passe-dix*, and *lansquenet*—all while winning a month’s savings from them in a single lesson—was a great delight for Porthos. The Musketeer couldn’t dismiss the rumors of the time: that procurators were mean, stingy, and prone to fasting. Still, he nursed hope. The procurator’s wife, aside from a few bursts of ill-timed thrift, had shown a certain generosity—at least, by procurator standards—and he imagined a comfortable life ahead.

But as he approached the door, doubt began to cloud his mind. The entryway was far from inviting: a dark, foul-smelling passage led to a staircase faintly lit by bars, casting a dim light from a neighboring yard. On the first floor, a low door, covered in heavy nails like the gate of the Grand Châtelet, awaited. Porthos knocked firmly. A tall, pale clerk, half-hidden by a wild mane of hair, answered. He bowed, feeling obliged to respect Porthos’s commanding figure, his military uniform, and his healthy complexion.

A shorter clerk followed, then a taller one, with a boy of about twelve bringing up the rear. So there were three clerks and a half—a large office staff for the time. Although Porthos wasn’t expected until one, the procurator’s wife had been watching for him since noon, convinced that her beloved’s heart—or maybe his appetite—would bring him early.

As luck would have it, Mme. Coquenard entered the office just as her guest arrived from the stairs, saving him from an awkward pause. The clerks stared with open curiosity, leaving Porthos at a temporary loss for words at the unusual tableau before him.

“It’s my cousin!” cried the procurator’s wife. “Come in, come in, Monsieur Porthos!”

The name made the clerks giggle, but a sharp glance from Porthos made their faces quickly turn serious. They moved into the procurator’s office, passing through the antechamber crowded with clerks and the study where the real work should have been happening. The study was dark, cluttered with papers. Past the kitchen on the right, they entered the reception room. The way all the rooms were connected didn’t bode well for Porthos.

Voices drifted through the open doors, echoing faintly. As he passed, Porthos cast a quick glance into the kitchen. To his disappointment, and to Madame Coquenard’s embarrassment, he did not see the bustling activity or hearty warmth usually found where a good meal is cooking. Clearly, the procurator had been told about his visit; he showed no surprise when he saw Porthos approach with a casual manner and polite greeting.

“It seems we are cousins, Monsieur Porthos?” asked the procurator, rising in his chair, supported by his cane arms. The old man, wrapped in a large black doublet that hid his thin frame, was surprisingly lively and alert. His small gray eyes glittered like gems, and together with his grinning mouth, these features seemed the only signs of life in his otherwise stiff face.

Unfortunately, lately his legs no longer supported him. Over the past six months, the once-respected procurator had become almost dependent on his wife. He accepted his “cousin’s” presence with resignation, nothing more. Had M. Coquenard still been steady on his feet, he would have refused any relationship with M. Porthos.

“Yes, monsieur, we are cousins,” Porthos replied coolly, for he had expected no warm welcome from the husband. “On the female side, I suppose?” the procurator replied, with a hint of sarcasm. Porthos, missing the mockery, took this for confusion and chuckled, his big mustache twitching. Madame Coquenard, knowing that a simple-minded procurator would be a rarity, gave a slight smile, though her cheeks blushed deeply.

Since Porthos’s arrival, M. Coquenard’s eyes wandered often, anxiously, to a large chest in front of his oak desk. Porthos guessed that this was the fabled coffer, and though it wasn’t quite as he had imagined it, he was pleased to see it was actually bigger than in his dreams. M. Coquenard, however, didn’t continue his genealogical questioning. Instead he glanced again from the chest to Porthos, and said, “Cousin, won’t you do us the honor of dining with us before you leave for the campaign, Madame Coquenard?”

At this, Porthos felt as if he had been punched in the stomach—and Madame Coquenard seemed just as affected, quickly adding, “My cousin might not come again if we don’t treat him kindly. After all, he has little time in Paris, and even less for us; we must beg him to spare us any moment he can before leaving.”

“Oh, my legs, my poor legs!”

“Where are you?” sighed Coquenard, trying to smile. With this unexpected support, coming at a moment of great culinary disappointment, Porthos was deeply thankful for the procurator’s wife. Soon the dinner hour arrived, and they went to the dining room—a big, dark room on the opposite side from the kitchen. The clerks, drawn by the faintest hint of good smells, arrived with military punctuality, each bringing a stool and ready to sit. Their jaws worked expectantly, a sign of the meal to come.

“Indeed!” thought Porthos, eyeing the three hungry clerks—since, as expected, the errand boy was not allowed at the main table. “If I were in my cousin’s place, I’d never put up with such gluttons! They look like castaways who haven’t eaten for six weeks.”

M. Coquenard entered, rolled along in his chair by Mme. Coquenard, while Porthos helped guide her husband to the table. When he arrived, he started moving his nose and jaw in imitation of the clerks. “Oh, oh!” he exclaimed. “This soup seems rather tempting.”

“What can they find so marvelous about this soup?” Porthos wondered, gazing at the pale broth, plentiful but without a trace of meat, just a few pieces of bread floating like rare islands.

Mme. Coquenard smiled, and on her signal, everyone eagerly sat down. M. Coquenard received the first serving, followed by Porthos. Then Mme. Coquenard helped herself before handing the bread crusts, without soup, to the impatient clerks.

At that moment, the dining room door creaked open and Porthos saw the little clerk, forbidden a seat at table, eating his dry bread out in the hallway, surrounded by the aromas drifting in from kitchen and dining room. After the soup, the maid brought out a boiled fowl—a dish that made everyone stare wide-eyed, as if their eyes would pop out.

“You really care about your family, Madame Coquenard,” the procurator commented, with a smile that bordered on tragic. “You’re treating your cousin very well indeed!”

But the poor fowl was thin, covered in a tough, bristly skin no teeth could master. It had probably been hunted for some time, finally surrendering only to old age. “The devil!” Porthos thought. “That’s a sad offering.”

"I respect old age, but not at the table—whether boiled or roasted."

He glanced around for agreement, but found only eager eyes, all locked on the prize he disliked. Mme. Coquenard expertly pulled the plate toward herself, cut off the two large black feet for her husband, broke off the head for herself, then lifted a wing for Porthos before sending the still mostly-intact fowl away with the servant. The servant disappeared before the Musketeer could fix the disappointment on everyone’s faces, which matched their different personalities.

A large platter of haricot beans took the bird’s place, garnished with a few mutton bones that seemed, at first look, to promise some meat. But the clerks weren’t deceived; their faces shifted from fretful hope to stoic resignation. Mme. Coquenard served them with the careful moderation of a good housekeeper. When the wine came, M. Coquenard poured the young men each a third of a glass from a small stone bottle, served himself a similar amount, and passed it to Porthos and his wife. The young men topped off their glasses with water and, after drinking half, refilled with more water.

By meal’s end, they were sipping a drink that had gone from ruby to pale topaz in color. Porthos hesitated over his morsel of wing, startled when Madame Coquenard’s knee brushed his under the table, searching for his. He cautiously drank half a glass of the sparingly served wine, only to recognize it as dreaded Montreuil—the curse of discriminating palates. M. Coquenard watched him swallow the undiluted wine and gave a deep sigh. “Will you have some beans, Cousin Porthos?” Madame offered.

Coquenard’s tone clearly meant, “Trust me, best not to.”

“Devil take me if I taste even one!” muttered Porthos, then added aloud, “Thank you, cousin, but I’m not hungry anymore.”

The table fell silent. Porthos tried to keep up appearances. The procurator repeated several times, “Ah, Madame Coquenard! My compliments; this dinner has been a real feast. Heavens, how I’ve eaten!”

M. Coquenard had emptied his soup, chewed up the blackened feet, and gnawed the only piece of mutton that had a touch of meat.

Porthos suspected some kind of trick, so he twisted his mustache and frowned in response. But a soft pressure from Madame Coquenard urged him to be patient. The silence and break in service—which left Porthos at a loss—actually meant something far more serious for the clerks. At a signal from the procurator and a smile from Madame, they slowly rose, folded their napkins with careful grace, bowed, and quietly left. “Go, young men! Go, and digest by working,” the procurator said solemnly. When the clerks had departed, Madame Coquenard fetched a piece of cheese, some preserved quinces, and a honey-almond cake of her own making. M. Coquenard frowned at this excess, and Porthos bit his lip, dismayed at the lack of a proper meal.

He looked around to see if the beans remained, but they were gone. “A real feast!” declared M. Coquenard, spinning his chair. “A genuine banquet, *epulæ epulorum*. Lucullus dines with Lucullus!”

Porthos eyed the bottle, hoping to make up for the meager meal with bread and cheese, but the wine was gone; the bottle was empty. M. and Mme. Coquenard seemed not to notice his predicament. “How delightful!” thought Porthos. “What a fix I’m in!”

He tasted a spoonful of preserves and bit into the pastry Madame Coquenard had made. “Now,” he thought, “the offering is complete! Ah! If only I could sneak a look at Madame Coquenard’s husband’s famous chest!”

After so lavish a dinner—which M. Coquenard considered extravagant—he felt the need for a nap. Porthos wished it might be here and now, but the procurator insisted on being taken to his bedroom and would not rest until he was safely settled by his precious chest, with his feet on its edge for extra safety.

Mme. Coquenard led Porthos into an adjoining room, beginning the negotiations for making peace. “You may come to dinner three times a week,” she offered.

“Thank you, madame!” replied Porthos. “But I’d hate to abuse your kindness; besides, I must think of my equipment!”

“That’s true,” sighed Mme. Coquenard. “That unlucky outfit!”

“Alas, yes,” said Porthos. “It must be thought of.”

“But what exactly does your company’s equipment require, Monsieur Porthos?” she asked.

“Oh, a great many things!” replied Porthos.

“The Musketeers, as you know, are elite soldiers. They need all sorts of special items, things Guardsmen or Swiss soldiers never bother with.”

“Tell me, what are they?”

“Well, altogether—” said Porthos, preferring to mention the sum rather than the details. The procurator’s wife waited eagerly. “How much would it come to?” she asked. “I hope it’s not more than—” Her voice faltered.

“Oh, no,” answered Porthos, “it won’t be more than two thousand five hundred livres! In fact, I think I could manage with two thousand if we’re careful.”

“Good heavens!” she cried, “two thousand livres! That’s a fortune!”

Porthos made a grand face, and Mme. Coquenard caught on. “I only wanted to know so I could ask my relatives in business; I was almost certain I could get it all for you for half the price.”

“Ah, really!” said Porthos, with interest.

“Yes, dear Monsieur Porthos. For example, don’t you need a horse?”

“Yes, a horse.”

“Well! I can provide the perfect one.”

“Ah!” exclaimed Porthos, lighting up. “Good news about the horse; but I need the whole outfit as well. There are items only Musketeers can buy, but they shouldn’t cost more than three hundred livres.”

“Three hundred livres? All right then—write down three hundred livres,” Madame said with a resigned sigh.

Porthos smiled, recalling the saddle he had gotten from Buckingham, already picturing the three hundred livres safe in his pocket. “Then,” he continued, “I’ll need a horse for my servant, and a valise. As for weapons, those I have already.”

“A horse for your lackey?” the procurator’s wife protested. “That seems rather lavish, my friend.”

“Oh, madame!” said Porthos, swelling with pride. “Would you take me for a pauper?”

“No, not at all. I only thought that a fine mule could make just as good an impression, and I could find a lovely mule for Mousqueton…”

“Very well, let’s say a handsome mule, then,” Porthos cut in. “You’re right—I’ve seen many a Spanish grandee whose whole household rode mules. But you understand, Madame Coquenard, that it must be a mule with bells and feathers.”

“You can count on it,” replied the procurator’s wife, smiling.

“There’s still the valise,” said Porthos.

“Oh, don’t worry about that,” Mme. Coquenard replied. “My husband has five or six; you can take your pick. There’s actually one he likes to use on trips—very roomy.”

“Then it really is empty?” asked Porthos, genuinely interested.

“Of course it’s empty,” replied the procurator’s wife, perfectly innocent.

“Ah, but the valise I want,” said Porthos, “is one that’s full, my dear.”

She sighed. Molière had yet to write his scene in “L’Avare,” but here was Mme. Coquenard, caught in a similar dilemma. The rest of the terms were discussed in much the same way, and in the end, it was settled that the procurator’s wife would put together eight hundred livres in cash, plus the horse and mule, so that Porthos and Mousqueton could set out on their destiny. Once the matter was settled, Porthos took his leave. She tried to hold his attention with lingering, tender glances, but Porthos insisted, duty came first, and Madame Coquenard had to give way to the king. Porthos went home, hungry and in a foul mood.

# Chapter XXXIII: Soubrette And Mistress

Meanwhile, as we mentioned, despite his conscience and Athos’s wise advice, D’Artagnan found himself drifting ever deeper in love with Milady. Each day he visited her, confident that his spirited Gascon pursuit would, in the end, win her over.

One day, D’Artagnan came in, head held high and heart light, expecting to be showered with favors. He noticed the *soubrette* under the hotel’s archway, but this time, the sweet Kitty didn’t just brush past him—she gently took his hand. “Aha!” thought D’Artagnan. “She brings a message from her mistress—maybe the rendezvous she was too shy to speak of.” He looked down at the girl, beaming.

“I have three words to tell you, Monsieur Chevalier,” Kitty said softly.

“Speak, my dear, speak,” replied D’Artagnan. “I’m listening.”

“Here? That’s impossible! What I have to say is too long and, above all, too secret.”

“So, what shall we do?” he asked.

“If Monsieur Chevalier would follow me?” Kitty suggested timidly.

“Wherever you wish, my dear girl.”

“Then come with me.”

Still holding his hand, Kitty led D’Artagnan up a narrow, winding staircase. At the fifteenth step or so, she opened a door. “Come in here, Monsieur Chevalier,” she said. “We’ll be alone and can talk.”

“Whose room is this, my dear?” he asked.

“It’s mine, Monsieur Chevalier. The next door leads to my mistress’s chamber. But don’t worry—she never goes to bed before midnight.”

D’Artagnan looked around. The little apartment was charming, quite tasteful and neat. But he couldn’t help gazing now and then at the door to Milady’s room. Sensing his distraction, Kitty sighed deeply.

“You love my mistress very much, then, Monsieur Chevalier?” she asked.

“Oh, more than I can say, Kitty! I am crazy for her!”

Kitty sighed again. “Alas, monsieur, that’s most unfortunate.”

“And why is that so unfortunate?” asked D’Artagnan.

“Because, monsieur,” Kitty answered, “my mistress does not love you at all.”

“*Hein!*” burst D’Artagnan. “Did she send you to tell me that?”

“Oh, no, monsieur; but I respect you, and I thought you should know.”

“Thank you for your honesty, dear Kitty—but the message isn’t a happy one.”

“Do you not believe me? Is that it?”

“It’s very hard to believe, my dear, especially considering one’s own feelings.”

“You doubt me, then?”

“I have to admit, unless you show me some proof—”

“What do you make of this?”

Kitty drew a small note from her bosom. “Is that for me?” D’Artagnan asked, grabbing the paper.

“No, for someone else.”

“For someone else?”

“Yes.”

“His name—what’s his name?” D’Artagnan demanded. “Read out the address!”

“Monsieur El Comte de Wardes.”

The scene at St. Germain flashed through D’Artagnan’s mind. Without a second thought, he tore open the letter, ignoring Kitty’s alarmed cry. “Oh, mercy, Monsieur Chevalier! What are you doing?”

“I?” D’Artagnan replied





Chapter XXXIV: In Which The Equipment Of Aramis And Porthos Is Treated Of

Since the four friends had each been preoccupied with gathering their equipment, they had not managed to meet up as a group. They dined separately, wherever they happened to be—or rather, wherever they could find a moment. Duty, too, claimed a share of their precious time, which seemed to slip away so quickly. Yet, they had agreed to meet once a week at one o’clock at Athos’s residence, as he, honoring his vow, never crossed the threshold of his door.

This day of reunion coincided with the day Kitty sought out D’Artagnan. As soon as Kitty left him, D’Artagnan made his way to Rue Férou. There, he found Athos and Aramis deep in philosophical discussion. Aramis, it seemed, was contemplating a return to the cassock. Athos, adhering to his principles, neither encouraged nor discouraged him. He believed in the importance of free will, allowing everyone to make their own choices. He never offered advice unless it was explicitly requested, and even then, he insisted on being asked twice. “People, in general,” he remarked, “ask for advice not to follow it; and if they do take it, it’s often just to have someone to blame for the outcome.”

Porthos arrived just a minute after D’Artagnan, and the four friends were reunited. Each face reflected a different emotion: Porthos wore an expression of tranquility; D’Artagnan’s face shone with hope; Aramis appeared uneasy; while Athos exuded a sense of carelessness.

At the end of a brief conversation, during which Porthos hinted that a lady of high rank had graciously offered to ease his embarrassment, Mousqueton entered. He approached to urgently request his master’s return to their lodgings, his tone pleading. “Is it my equipment?” Porthos asked.

“Yes and no,” Mousqueton replied.

“But can’t you be more specific?”

“Come, monsieur.”

Porthos stood, bid farewell to his friends, and followed Mousqueton. Just then, Bazin appeared at the door.

“What do you need from me, my friend?” Aramis asked, his voice carrying the gentle tone that always emerged when his thoughts turned to the Church.

“A man wishes to see you at home,” Bazin replied.

“What man?”

“A mendicant.”

“Give him alms, Bazin, and tell him to pray for a poor sinner.”

“This mendicant insists on speaking with you and claims you’ll be very glad to see him.”

“Has he sent any specific message for me?”

“Yes. He said, ‘If Monsieur Aramis hesitates to come, tell him I am from Tours.’”

“From Tours!” Aramis exclaimed. “A thousand pardons, gentlemen; this man must have the news I’ve been waiting for.” With that, he rose and hurried off. Athos and D’Artagnan were left behind.

“I believe these fellows have managed their affairs quite well. What do you think, D’Artagnan?” Athos asked.

“I know that Porthos was doing fine,” D’Artagnan replied. “And as for Aramis, to be honest, I’ve never really worried about him. But you, dear Athos—you, who so generously distributed the Englishman’s pistoles, which were rightfully ours—what do you plan to do?”

“I’m content with having killed that man, my boy; it’s a noble act to slay an Englishman. But if I had pocketed his pistoles, they would have weighed on me like a burden of remorse.”

“Oh come now, my dear Athos; your ideas are truly remarkable.”

“Let it go. What do you think of Monsieur de Tréville telling me, during his visit yesterday, that you associate with the suspected Englishman whom the cardinal protects?”

“That is to say, I visit an Englishwoman—the one I mentioned.”

“Oh, yes! The lovely lady for whom I gave you advice, which, of course, you chose to ignore.”

“I had my reasons.”

“Yes; you mentioned that you were looking for your outfit, if I recall correctly.”

“Not at all.”

“I have learned that the woman in question was involved in the abduction of Madame Bonacieux.”

“Ah, I see now: to find one woman, you pursue another. It may be the longest route, but certainly the most entertaining.”

D’Artagnan almost confided everything to Athos, but one thought held him back. Athos was a man of honor, meticulous about his principles, and D’Artagnan knew that some elements of his plan regarding Milady would not sit well with this steadfast Puritan. So, he remained silent. Fortunately, Athos was not one to pry, and D’Artagnan’s hesitation went unnoticed.

We shall leave the two friends, who had little of significance to share, and turn our attention to Aramis. Upon learning that someone from Tours wished to speak with him, we witnessed how swiftly the young man moved, or rather raced ahead of Bazin, sprinting without pause from Rue Férou to Rue de Vaugirard.

Upon entering, he encountered a man of short stature with intelligent eyes, though his appearance was marred by tattered rags.

“You asked for me?” inquired the Musketeer.

“I wish to speak with Monsieur Aramis. Is that your name, sir?”

“Indeed, it is. Have you brought me something?”

“Yes, if you could show me a particular embroidered handkerchief.”

“Here it is,” Aramis replied, retrieving a small key from his breast and unlocking a little ebony box inlaid with mother-of-pearl. “Take a look.”

“That’s correct,” the mendicant said. “Now, send your lackey away.”

Bazin, curious about what the mendicant wanted with his master, trailed behind as best he could, arriving almost simultaneously. However, his haste proved of little advantage.

At the mendicant’s subtle signal, his master gestured for him to leave, and he complied without hesitation. Once Bazin was gone, the mendicant quickly scanned the surroundings to ensure no one could see or hear him. He opened his tattered vest, barely held together by a worn leather strap, and began to tear at the upper part of his doublet, from which he extracted a letter.

Aramis gasped in delight at the sight of the seal, kissing the superscription with almost reverent affection before unfolding the letter, which read:

“My Friend, fate has decreed that we remain apart for a while longer, but the cherished days of our youth are not lost forever. Fulfill your duties in camp; I shall do mine elsewhere. Accept what the bearer brings you; conduct yourself like a true gentleman during the campaign, and remember me, who tenderly kisses your dark eyes. Adieu; or rather, au revoir.”

The mendicant continued to tear at his garments, revealing a stash of one hundred and fifty Spanish double pistoles, which he placed on the table. Then, he opened the door, bowed, and exited before the young man, still stunned by the letter, could muster a word to address him.

Aramis then reread the letter and noticed a postscript:

P.S. You may treat the bearer with courtesy, for he is a count and a grandee of Spain!

“Golden dreams!” exclaimed Aramis. “Oh, what a beautiful life! Yes, we are young; yes, we will still have our happy days! My love, my blood, my life! All, all, all, are thine, my adored mistress!”

He kissed the letter with fervor, barely glancing at the gold glimmering on the table. Bazin scratched at the door, and since Aramis had no reason to keep him out any longer, he called him in. Bazin stood dumbfounded at the sight of the gold, momentarily forgetting that he had come to announce D’Artagnan, who had arrived out of curiosity about the beggar he had seen leaving Athos.

D’Artagnan, not one for formalities with Aramis, took it upon himself to announce his presence when Bazin failed to do so.

“The devil! My dear Aramis,” he exclaimed, “if these are the prunes sent to you from Tours, please extend my compliments to the gardener who picks them.”

“You’re mistaken, my friend D’Artagnan,” Aramis replied, ever cautious. “This is from my publisher, who has just sent me the payment for that poem in one-syllable verse I started over there.”

“Ah, indeed,” D’Artagnan said, intrigued.

“Well, your publisher is quite generous, my dear Aramis, that’s all I can say.”

“How so, monsieur?” Bazin exclaimed. “A poem selling for such a price! It’s unbelievable! Oh, monsieur, you can write as much as you want; you might even rival Monsieur de Voiture and Monsieur de Benserade. I like that. A poet is just as esteemed as an abbé. Ah!”

“Monsieur Aramis, I implore you to become a poet,” Bazin urged.

“Bazin, my friend,” Aramis replied, “I believe you’re interrupting my conversation.”

Realizing his mistake, Bazin bowed and exited.

“Ah!” D’Artagnan said with a smile, “You sell your works for their weight in gold. You’re quite fortunate, my friend. But be careful; you might lose that letter peeking from your doublet, which I assume is from your publisher.”

Aramis blushed deeply, hastily stuffing the letter back and re-buttoning his doublet. “My dear D’Artagnan,” he said, “if you don’t mind, let’s join our friends. Since I’m feeling wealthy today, let’s dine together again, hoping you’ll soon find yourself in the same position.”

“By my faith!” D’Artagnan replied, genuinely pleased. “It’s been too long since we enjoyed a good meal. I have a rather risky venture planned for this evening, and I wouldn’t mind fortifying myself with a few glasses of fine old Burgundy.”

“Agreed on the Burgundy; I have no objections,” Aramis said, his thoughts of conversion fading away like magic with the presence of the letter and gold.

After slipping three or four double pistoles into his pocket for immediate needs, he carefully placed the rest in his ebony box, inlaid with mother-of-pearl, where he kept the famous handkerchief that served as his talisman.

The two friends made their way to Athos’s place, where he, true to his vow of staying in, took it upon himself to order dinner for them. Well-versed in the art of gastronomy, D’Artagnan and Aramis had no qualms about leaving this important task in his capable hands. They set off to find Porthos and, at the corner of Rue Bac, encountered Mousqueton, who, with a woeful expression, was leading a mule and a horse.

D’Artagnan let out a cry of surprise, tinged with delight.

“Ah, my yellow horse!” he exclaimed. “Aramis, look at that horse!”

“Oh, what a dreadful creature!” Aramis replied.

“Ah, my dear,” replied D’Artagnan, “it was on that very horse that I arrived in Paris.”

“What, does Monsieur know this horse?” asked Mousqueton.

“It has quite a unique color,” Aramis remarked. “I’ve never seen a hide like it in my life.”

“I can believe that,” D’Artagnan replied. “That’s why I received three crowns for him. It must have been for his hide, because, certes, the carcass isn’t worth eighteen livres. But how did this horse come into your possession, Mousqueton?”

“Please, monsieur, let’s not speak of it; it’s a dreadful trick played by the husband of our duchess!”

“How so, Mousqueton?”

“Well, we’ve caught the eye of a lady of quality, the Duchesse de—but forgive me; my master has instructed me to be discreet. She insisted we accept a little gift: a magnificent Spanish genet and a beautiful Andalusian mule. They were truly stunning. However, her husband caught wind of the arrangement; on their way, he confiscated those two splendid creatures and replaced them with these dreadful animals.”

“So you’re returning them to him?” D’Artagnan asked.

“Exactly!” replied Mousqueton. “You can be sure we won’t accept these horses in place of those promised to us.”

“No, pardieu! Though I would have loved to see Porthos on my yellow horse. That would give me a glimpse of how I looked when I first arrived in Paris. But don’t let us hold you up, Mousqueton; go and carry out your master’s orders. Is he at home?”

“Yes, monsieur,” Mousqueton replied, “but he’s in a rather foul mood. Hurry along!”

He continued on his way toward the Quai des Grands Augustins, while the two friends approached to ring the bell of the unfortunate Porthos.

Having spotted them crossing the yard, he deliberately chose not to respond, leaving them to ring the bell in vain. Meanwhile, Mousqueton continued on his path, driving the two weary animals before him. Upon reaching the Rue aux Ours, he secured both the horse and the mule to the knocker of the procurator’s door, following his master’s orders. Without a second thought for their fate, he returned to Porthos to report that his task was complete.

Before long, the two unfortunate beasts, having gone without food since morning, created a ruckus as they raised and dropped the knocker. This commotion prompted the procurator to send his errand boy to inquire in the neighborhood about the owners of the horse and mule. Mme. Coquenard recognized her unexpected gift but struggled to grasp the reason behind this restitution. However, a visit from Porthos soon cleared up her confusion.

The anger that blazed in the Musketeer’s eyes, despite his efforts to contain it, sent a chill through his sensitive lover. Mousqueton had not hidden from his master the fact that he had encountered D’Artagnan and Aramis. D’Artagnan, riding the yellow horse, had recognized the Béarnese pony that had brought him to Paris—the very same pony he had sold for a mere three crowns.

Porthos departed after arranging a meeting with the procurator’s wife in the cloister of St. Magloire. The procurator, noticing his departure, invited him to dinner—an invitation the Musketeer declined with an air of grandeur. Mme. Coquenard hurried to the cloister of St. Magloire, trembling at the thought of the reproaches that awaited her. Yet, she couldn’t help but be captivated by Porthos’s imposing presence. All the bitterness and accusations a man, wounded in his pride, could hurl at a woman were now directed at the bowed head of the procurator’s wife.

“Alas,” she lamented, “I meant well! One of our clients is a horse dealer who owes us money and has been slow to pay. I took the mule and the horse in lieu of his debt; he assured me they were two noble steeds.”

“Well, madame,” Porthos replied, “if he owed you more than five crowns, then your horse dealer is a thief.”

“There’s no harm in trying to get a good deal, Monsieur Porthos,” the procurator’s wife said, attempting to defend her actions.

“No, madame; those who so eagerly seek to buy things cheaply should allow others the chance to find more generous friends.” With that, Porthos turned on his heel and took a step back.

“Monsieur Porthos! Monsieur Porthos!” called the procurator’s wife. “I was mistaken; I see that now. I shouldn’t have haggled when it came to equipping a cavalier like you.”

Without a word, Porthos took another step back. The procurator’s wife imagined him enveloped in a dazzling aura, surrounded by duchesses and marchionesses who showered him with bags of gold.

“Stop, in the name of heaven, Monsieur Porthos!” she cried. “Stop, and let us talk.”

“Talking with you brings me nothing but misfortune,” Porthos replied. “But tell me, what is it you want?”

“Nothing; which is the same as asking you for something.”

The procurator’s wife clung to Porthos’s arm, and in the depths of her despair, she exclaimed, “Monsieur Porthos, I know nothing of these matters! How could I possibly know what a horse is? How could I know what horse furniture is?”

“You should have left it to me, madame, who understands such things. But you wanted to be frugal, and that led you to lend at usury.”

“It was wrong, Monsieur Porthos; but I swear I will make amends for that wrong.”

“How so?” asked the Musketeer.

“Listen. This evening, M. Coquenard is heading to the residence of the Duc de Chaulnes, who has summoned him. They are set for a consultation that will last at least three hours. Come! We’ll have the place to ourselves and can settle our accounts.”

“In due time. Now you speak, my dear.”

“Do you forgive me?”

“We shall see,” Porthos replied with a grand air, and the two parted ways, exchanging the words, “Until this evening.”

“The devil!” Porthos thought as he walked away. “It seems I’m finally getting closer to Monsieur Coquenard’s strongbox.”




Chapter XXXV: A Gascon a Match for Cupid

The evening that Porthos and D’Artagnan had eagerly anticipated finally arrived. As was his custom, D’Artagnan made his way to Milady’s around nine o’clock. To his delight, he found her in a delightful mood. Never had he been welcomed so warmly. With just a glance, the Gascon sensed that his letter had been delivered—and that it had made an impression. At that moment, Kitty entered with a tray of refreshing sherbet.

Her mistress wore a charming smile, radiating graciousness, but alas, the poor girl was so consumed by her sadness that she barely registered Milady’s condescension. D’Artagnan observed the two women in turn and couldn’t help but feel that Dame Nature had erred in her design. To the grand lady, she had bestowed a heart that was both vile and mercenary; to the soubrette, she had granted the heart of a duchess.

As the clock struck ten, Milady began to show signs of restlessness. D’Artagnan understood what she desired. She glanced at the clock, then rose and settled back into her seat, smiling at D’Artagnan with an expression that clearly conveyed, “You are quite amiable, but you would be charming if you would just leave.”

D’Artagnan stood and took his hat. Milady extended her hand for him to kiss. As he felt her grip tighten, he realized it was a gesture of genuine gratitude for his departure, not mere flirtation. “She loves him devilishly,” he murmured to himself before stepping outside.

This time, Kitty was nowhere to be found—neither in the antechamber, nor in the corridor, nor beneath the grand door. D’Artagnan was left to navigate the staircase and the small chamber on his own.

She heard him enter but didn’t lift her head. The young man approached her and took her hands, prompting her to sob aloud. As D’Artagnan had suspected, upon receiving his letter, Milady had, in a fit of joy, confided everything to her servant. In gratitude for the way Kitty had carried out her latest task, Milady had rewarded her with a purse. When Kitty returned to her room, she had tossed the purse into a corner, where it lay open, spilling three or four gold coins onto the carpet. Under D’Artagnan’s gentle touch, the poor girl finally raised her head. D’Artagnan himself was taken aback by the transformation in her expression.

She clasped her hands in a pleading gesture, yet remained silent. Though D’Artagnan’s heart was not easily moved, he felt a pang of empathy for her unspoken sorrow. However, he was too committed to his plans—especially this one—to alter his course. He gave her no indication that he might relent, framing his actions as a matter of simple revenge. This revenge, however, was straightforward; Milady, likely to hide her blushes from her lover, had instructed Kitty to extinguish all the lights in the apartment, including the small chamber. Before dawn, M. de Wardes would have to leave, shrouded in darkness.

They heard Milady retreat to her room, and D’Artagnan quickly slipped into the wardrobe. Hardly had he concealed himself when a small bell chimed. Kitty approached her mistress, ensuring the door remained closed. However, the partition was so thin that nearly every word exchanged between the two women could be heard.

Milady appeared overwhelmed with joy, urging Kitty to recount every detail of the supposed meeting between the soubrette and De Wardes when he received the letter. She asked how he had responded, the expression on his face, and whether he seemed particularly enamored. To all these inquiries, poor Kitty, forced to maintain a cheerful demeanor, answered in a muffled voice, her sorrowful tone unnoticed by her mistress, who was too absorbed in her own happiness to pay attention.

As the hour for her interview with the count drew near, Milady darkened her surroundings and instructed Kitty to return to her own chamber, ensuring that she would introduce De Wardes upon his arrival. Kitty’s wait was brief. Hardly had D’Artagnan glimpsed through a crack in his hiding place that the room had plunged into darkness when he slipped out of his concealment, just as Kitty closed the door behind her.

“What is that noise?” Milady asked, her voice laced with curiosity.

“It’s me,” D’Artagnan replied softly, “I am the Comte de Wardes.”

“Oh, my God, my God!” Kitty murmured, “he hasn’t even waited for the hour he himself set!”

“Well,” Milady said, her voice trembling, “why don’t you come in? Count, Count,” she added, “you know I’m waiting for you.”

At her invitation, D’Artagnan gently pulled Kitty aside and slipped into the chamber.

When rage or sorrow torments the heart, it often stems from a lover receiving declarations of love meant for a rival, addressed under a name that isn’t his own. D’Artagnan found himself in a painful predicament he hadn’t anticipated. Jealousy gnawed at him, and he suffered nearly as much as poor Kitty, who was weeping in the next room.

“Yes, Count,” Milady said, her voice soft and inviting as she pressed his hand in hers. “I am truly happy with the love your glances and words have conveyed to me each time we’ve met. I, too—I love you. Oh, tomorrow, I must have something from you, a token that proves you think of me. To ensure you won’t forget me, take this!” With that, she slipped a ring from her finger onto D’Artagnan’s.

D’Artagnan recalled seeing the ring on Milady’s finger; it was a stunning sapphire surrounded by brilliant diamonds. His first instinct was to return it, but Milady interjected, “No, no! Keep




Chapter XXXVII: Milady’s Secret

D’Artagnan decided to leave the hôtel instead of heading straight to Kitty’s room, despite her efforts to persuade him otherwise. He had two reasons for this choice: first, it allowed him to avoid her reproaches, recriminations, and pleas; second, he welcomed the opportunity to collect his own thoughts and, if possible, to unravel the mysteries of this woman. What was undeniable in this situation was that D’Artagnan loved Milady with a passion bordering on madness, while she, in turn, felt nothing for him. Suddenly, D’Artagnan realized that the best course of action would be to return home and write Milady a long letter. In it, he would confess that he and De Wardes had been, up until now, essentially the same, and therefore, he could not bring himself to kill the Comte de Wardes without endangering himself. Yet, he was also driven by a furious desire for revenge. He yearned to win this woman under his own name, and the prospect of that vengeance held a certain appeal he found difficult to resist.

He paced around the Place Royale six or seven times, glancing back frequently at the light shining from Milady’s apartment, visible through the blinds. It was clear that this time, she was not as quick to go to her room as she had been before.

At last, the light went out, extinguishing the last flicker of uncertainty in D’Artagnan’s heart. He recalled the details of that first night, his pulse racing and thoughts ablaze as he re-entered the hôtel and hurried toward Kitty’s room. The poor girl, pale as a ghost and trembling uncontrollably, tried to delay her lover, but Milady, ever watchful, had heard the commotion that D’Artagnan caused. She opened the door and said, “Come in.”

The scene before him was so shamelessly bold, so defiantly audacious, that D’Artagnan could hardly believe his eyes or ears. It felt as if he had been drawn into one of those wild intrigues one finds only in dreams. Yet, despite his disbelief, he was irresistibly drawn toward Milady, like iron to a magnet.

As the door closed behind them, Kitty rushed toward it. Jealousy, fury, and wounded pride—every emotion that stirs the heart of a spurned woman in love—urged her to reveal the truth. Yet, she realized that admitting her part in such a scheme would bring about her own ruin, and, above all, that D’Artagnan would be lost to her forever. This last thought out of love compelled her to make one final sacrifice.

As for D’Artagnan, he had reached the peak of his desires. He was no longer just a rival; he was now the one who seemed to be truly cherished. A quiet voice deep within warned him that he was only being used as a pawn in someone else’s game of revenge, that he was only being loved until he had fulfilled his deadly task. But pride, vanity, and a hint of madness drowned out that voice, quieting its troublesome warnings.

Our Gascon, brimming with the conceit we know so well, found himself comparing his worth to that of De Wardes. Why, he thought, shouldn’t he be deserving of affection for himself? Entirely absorbed in the sensations of the moment, Milady was no longer the threatening woman who had once terrified him; she had become a passionate mistress, surrendering herself to a love that she seemed to reciprocate.

Two hours passed in this blissful state. As the passion of their romance started to calm, Milady, lacking the same reasons for distraction as D’Artagnan, was the first to return to reality. She asked whether he had already arranged the duel with De Wardes for the following day. But D’Artagnan, whose mind was elsewhere, foolishly lost himself in the present and replied gallantly that it was far too late to worry about duels and fencing.

Milady was alarmed by his indifference toward the thoughts that preoccupied her, causing her questions to become more urgent. D’Artagnan, who had never seriously considered the possibility of this impossible duel, tried to steer the conversation elsewhere but found he could not. Milady kept him firmly within the limits she had set, using her commanding spirit and iron will.

D’Artagnan thought himself clever when he suggested that Milady renounce her wrath by forgiving De Wardes. However, at his first word, the young woman recoiled and exclaimed in a sharp, mocking tone that sounded strange in the darkness, “Are you afraid, dear Monsieur d’Artagnan?”

“You can’t possibly think that, my dear!” D’Artagnan replied. “But what if this poor Comte de Wardes is less guilty than you believe?”

“Regardless,” Milady said seriously, “he deceived me, and from the moment he did, he deserved death.”

“Then he shall die, since you condemn him!” D’Artagnan declared, his tone so resolute that it reassured Milady as a sign of his devotion.

We cannot say how long the night felt for Milady, but D’Artagnan believed it was barely two hours before daylight crept through the window blinds, flooding the room with pale light. As he prepared to leave, Milady reminded him of his promise to avenge her against the Comte de Wardes.

“I’m ready,” D’Artagnan said, “but first, I need to be certain of one thing.”

“And what is that?” Milady asked.

“Whether you truly love me.”

“I’ve shown you my love, haven’t I?”

“And I am yours, body and soul!”

“Thank you, my brave lover. But since you are sure of my affection, you must reassure me of yours. Isn’t that fair?”

“Of course,” he replied. “But if you love me as much as you say, don’t you worry about my safety?”

“What do I have to be afraid of?”

“That I might be seriously wounded—or even killed.”

“Impossible!” Milady exclaimed. “You’re such a valiant man and a master swordsman.”

“Then you wouldn’t prefer a way,” D’Artagnan continued, “that would still avenge you while avoiding direct combat?”

Milady looked at her lover in silence. The pale light of dawn cast a strange glow in her clear eyes, giving them a haunting expression.

“Really,” she said, “I believe you’re beginning to hesitate.”

“No, I’m not hesitating; I truly pity the poor Comte de Wardes now that you no longer love him. A man must suffer deeply from losing your affection, and he hardly needs further punishment.”

“Who told you I loved him?” Milady asked quickly. “At least, I am free to believe—without too much vanity—that you love someone else,” the young man replied softly. “And I genuinely feel sorry for the count.”

“You?” Milady questioned. “Yes, I.” “And why you?”

“Because only I know—”

“Know what?”

“That he is not as guilty toward you as he seems.”

“Really!” Milady said anxiously. “Explain, please—I truly don’t understand you.”

She stared at D’Artagnan, who held her gently, his eyes burning with intensity. “Yes, I am a man of honor,” D’Artagnan declared, determined to be frank. “Since your love is mine—and I am certain of that, am I not?”

“Completely; go on.”

“Well, I feel changed—a confession weighs heavily on me.”

“A confession!”

“If I doubted your love even a little, I would never make it, but you do love me, my beautiful mistress, don’t you?”

“Without question.”

“Then if, in the depth of my love, I have harmed you, will you forgive me?”

“Perhaps.”

D’Artagnan moved to kiss Milady, but she evaded him. “This confession,” she said, turning paler, “what is it?”

“You met De Wardes here last Thursday, didn’t you?”

“No, no!”

“That is not true,” Milady replied, her voice steady and her expression calm. If D’Artagnan hadn’t been so certain of the truth, he might have doubted her.

“Don’t lie to me, angel,” D’Artagnan said with a smile. “There’s no point.”

“What are you saying? Speak! You’re killing me.”

“Don’t worry, you have done nothing wrong with me, and I have already forgiven you.”

“What’s next? Tell me!”

“De Wardes has nothing to boast about.”

“How so? You told me yourself that ring—”

“That ring is in my possession!”

“The Comte de Wardes of Thursday and the D’Artagnan of today are the same person.”

The rash young man braced himself for a response—perhaps surprise and shame, a passing storm that would dissolve in tears. But he was seriously mistaken, and soon realized his error. Pale and trembling, Milady repelled D’Artagnan’s embrace with a violent blow to his chest as she sprang from the bed. The first light of dawn was breaking through. D’Artagnan caught her fine India linen nightdress, pleading for forgiveness, but she forcefully tried to free herself. In their struggle, the delicate fabric tore from her beautiful shoulders, revealing perfect, round, white skin. To D’Artagnan’s horror, he saw the fleur-de-lis—the indelible mark left by the executioner. “My God!” he cried, letting go of her dress and standing frozen, speechless, paralyzed with shock.

But Milady felt condemned even by the fear in his face. He had definitely seen it all. The young man now knew her secret—her dreadful secret, which she hid even from her maid with the utmost care, a secret the world was blissfully ignorant of, except for him. She turned to him, not a furious woman, but a wounded panther.

“Ah, wretch!” she cried. “You have betrayed me in the most despicable way, and worse still, you possess my secret! You will die.”

With a swift motion, she ran to a small inlaid box on the dressing table. With feverish, trembling hands, she opened it and drew out a small dagger with a golden hilt and a sharp, slender blade. With fierce determination, she charged at D’Artagnan.

Though the young man was brave, he found himself terrified at the sight before him: her wild expression, dilated pupils, pale cheeks, and bleeding lips. He retreated to the far side of the room, as if fleeing a serpent moving toward him. His shaking hand instinctively pulled his sword from its scabbard.

Ignoring the weapon, Milady pressed forward, determined to stab him. She didn’t stop until she felt the sharp tip of his sword at her throat. In a wild attempt, she lunged for the sword with her hands, but D’Artagnan skillfully kept it just out of reach, directing the point by turns at her eyes and her chest. He maneuvered her behind the bedstead, looking for a way to escape through the door that led to Kitty’s room.

Throughout this wild scene, Milady attacked him in a frenzy, her screams ringing through the room. As the struggle played out—almost like a duel—D’Artagnan gradually regained his composure.

“Well, my lovely lady, very well,” he said. “But, pardieu, if you don’t calm down, I may just make a second fleur-de-lis on one of those pretty cheeks!”

“Scoundrel, infamous scoundrel!” Milady roared. D’Artagnan, still on the defensive, moved closer to Kitty’s door. The noise they made—her overturning furniture in her attempt to reach him, and his dodging behind it—prompted Kitty to open the door. D’Artagnan, who had been working his way toward this moment, was now only three paces away. With a single leap, he dashed from Milady’s chamber into the maid’s room, slamming the door behind him. He leaned against it as Kitty secured the bolts.

Milady, furious, tried to tear the doorframe apart with a strength that seemed almost inhuman. When that failed, she stabbed at the door with her dagger, the blade tip glinting through the wood.

Every blow was accompanied by dreadful curses. “Quick, Kitty, quick!” D’Artagnan whispered urgently once the door was locked. “I have to get out of the hôtel; if we give her a moment to act, she’ll have the servants kill me.”

“But you can’t go out like this,” Kitty protested. “You’re naked.”

“That’s true,” D’Artagnan replied, finally realizing how absurd his situation was. “Dress me as best you can—just hurry! Please, my dear girl, it’s a matter of life and death!”

Kitty understood all too well. In an instant, she wrapped him in a flowered robe, a large hood, and a cloak. She slipped some slippers onto his bare feet and led him down the stairs. They were almost out of time.

Milady had already rung her bell, rousing the entire hôtel. The porter was pulling the cord when Milady shouted from her window, “Don’t open!”

The young man escaped while she still threatened him with pointless gestures. As soon as he was out of her sight, Milady collapsed, fainting in her chamber.




Chapter XXXVIII: How, Without Incommoding Himself, Athos Procures His Equipment

D’Artagnan was so utterly confused that he didn’t even think about Kitty’s fate as he sprinted across half of Paris, not stopping until he reached Athos’s door. The turmoil in his mind, the fear driving him forward, the shouts of the patrol chasing him, and the jeers of early risers on their way to work only made him run faster.

He crossed the courtyard and rushed up two flights to Athos’s apartment, pounding on the door so hard he nearly broke it down. Grimaud appeared, rubbing his half-open eyes, to answer the raucous summons. D’Artagnan burst into the room with such force that he nearly knocked the surprised servant off his feet. Although usually silent, Grimaud managed to find his voice this time. “Hey there!” he exclaimed. “What do you want, you scoundrel? What’s your business here, you wretch?”

D’Artagnan threw back his hood and freed his hands from the folds of his cloak. The moment Grimaud saw the mustaches and the unsheathed sword, he realized it was a man in front of him.

He immediately assumed it must be an assassin. “Help! Murder! Help!” he cried out.

“Be quiet, you foolish man!” the young man retorted. “I am D’Artagnan; don’t you recognize me? Where is your master?”

“You, Monsieur D’Artagnan?” Grimaud exclaimed, disbelief all over his face. “That’s impossible.”

“Grimaud,” Athos said, coming out of his apartment in a dressing gown, “I thought I heard you speaking out of turn?”

“Ah, monsieur, it’s—”

“Silence!”

Grimaud simply pointed D’Artagnan out to his master with a finger.

Athos recognized his comrade, and despite his usual calm nature, he burst out laughing at the strange sight before him—petticoats trailing over shoes, sleeves rolled up, and mustaches stiff with anxiety. “Don’t laugh, my friend!” cried D’Artagnan. “For heaven’s sake, don’t laugh! This is no laughing matter!”

He spoke with such a serious expression and genuine fear that Athos quickly took his hand, exclaiming, “Are you wounded, my friend? You look so pale!”

“No, but I’ve just had a terrible adventure! Are you alone, Athos?”

“Parbleu! Who do you expect me to have with me at this hour?”

“Well, well!” D’Artagnan rushed into Athos’s chamber. “Come, speak!” Athos said, closing and locking the door to be sure they wouldn’t be disturbed. “Is the king dead?”

“Have you killed the cardinal? You look completely unsettled! Come now, tell me; I’m dying of curiosity and worry!”

“Athos,” D’Artagnan said, removing his female disguise and appearing in his shirt, “prepare yourself for a remarkable, unheard-of story.”

“Well, put on this dressing gown first,” the Musketeer urged. D’Artagnan slipped into the robe as quickly as he could, struggling with the sleeves in his agitation. “Well?” Athos prompted.

“Well,” D’Artagnan replied, leaning closer to Athos and lowering his voice, “Milady has a fleur-de-lis marked on her shoulder!”

“Ah!” cried Athos, as if he had been stabbed in the heart.

“Let’s see,” D’Artagnan said. “Are you certain the other is dead?”

“The other?” Athos whispered, so softly D’Artagnan could barely hear. “Yes, the one you spoke of back in Amiens.”

Athos groaned and let his head fall into his hands. “She’s a woman of twenty-six or twenty-eight.”

“Fair, isn’t she?” D’Artagnan asked.

“Very.”

“Does she have blue, clear eyes that shine strangely, with dark eyelids and eyebrows?”

“Yes.”

“Is she tall and well-figured? Is she missing a tooth next to the eyetooth on the left?”

“Yes.”

“The fleur-de-lis is small, pink in color, and it looks like someone tried to erase it with poultices?”

“Yes.”

“But you say she’s English?”

“She’s called Milady, but she could be French. Lord de Winter is only her brother-in-law.”

“I must see her, D’Artagnan!”

“Be careful, Athos, be careful.”

“You tried to kill her; she’s a woman who’ll seek revenge and she won’t fail to do so.”

“She wouldn’t dare speak out; that would be her own ruin.”

“She’s capable of anything. Have you ever seen her enraged?”

“No,” Athos replied. “Like a tigress, a panther! Ah, my dear Athos, I fear I’ve brought terrible revenge on both of us!”

D’Artagnan then recounted everything—the wild passion of Milady and her death threats. “You’re right; I swear, I would give my life for just a strand of her hair,” Athos said. “Luckily, we leave Paris the day after tomorrow.”

“We are probably heading to La Rochelle, and once we’re gone—”

“She’ll follow you to the ends of the earth, Athos, if she recognizes you. But let her, then, focus her vengeance on me alone!”

“My dear friend, what does it matter if she kills me?” Athos replied. “Do you really think I care much about life?”

“There’s something deeply mysterious about all this, Athos. I am convinced this woman is one of the cardinal’s agents.”

“In that case, be careful! If the cardinal isn’t grateful to you for the London affair, he must hate you. But since he can’t accuse you openly, and his hatred must be satisfied—especially that of a cardinal—be cautious. When you go out, don’t go alone; take care with your food. Suspect everything, even your own shadow.”

“Fortunately,” D’Artagnan said, “we only have to be on our guard until tomorrow evening. Once we’re with the army, I hope we’ll only have men to fear.”

“In the meantime,” Athos declared, “I’m abandoning my plan of isolation. Wherever you go, I’ll go.”

“You must go back to the Rue des Fossoyeurs; I’ll go with you.”

“But however close it is,” D’Artagnan replied, “I can’t go there dressed like this.”

“That’s true,” Athos admitted, ringing the bell. Grimaud entered, and Athos signaled for him to fetch some clothes from D’Artagnan’s home. Grimaud nodded in understanding and left. “This won’t help your wardrobe,” Athos remarked. “If I’m not mistaken, you left your best clothes with Milady, and I doubt she’ll be kind enough to give them back. Luckily, you still have the sapphire.”

“The jewel is yours, my dear Athos!”

“Didn’t you tell me it was a family jewel?”

“Yes, my grandfather paid two thousand crowns for it, as he once told me. He gave it as a wedding gift to my grandmother, and it is magnificent. My mother passed it down to me, and I, foolishly, instead of treasuring it as a relic, gave it to that wretch.”

“Well then, my friend, reclaim the ring. Clearly, it means a great deal to you.”

“Reclaim the ring after it’s passed through the hands of such a vile woman? Never. That ring is defiled, D’Artagnan.”

“Then sell it.”

“Sell a jewel from my mother? I’d consider that a sacrilege.”

“Then pawn it; you’d get at least a thousand crowns for it. That money could get you out of trouble. Later, once you’re back on your feet, you can redeem it, restoring it to honor after its passage through the moneylender’s hands.”

Athos smiled.

“You are a wonderful friend, D’Artagnan,” he said. “Your steady cheerfulness uplifts those in trouble. Now, let’s drink to the ring, but on one condition.”

“What’s that?”

“That we each get five hundred crowns.”

“No, no, Athos. I don’t need any of it—I’m still just a Guardsman. I’ll manage by selling my saddles. All I need is a horse for Planchet, nothing else. Besides, don’t forget I have a ring as well.”

“Which, it seems, you value more than I mine; at least that’s how it appears.”

“Yes, because in a serious situation, it could save us from more than just financial trouble—it might keep us from real danger.”

“It’s not just a valuable diamond; it’s an enchanted talisman.”

“I don’t quite understand, but I believe you. Now, let’s talk about my ring—or rather, yours. You’ll take half the money advanced on it, or I’ll toss it into the Seine. And like Polycrates, I doubt any fish will be kind enough to return it.”

“Well, I’ll take it, then,” D’Art




Chapter XXXIX: A Vision

By four o’clock, the four friends had gathered with Athos. Their earlier worries about their clothing had faded, leaving only their private concerns—under the appearance of happiness, there was an undercurrent of anxiety about what the future might hold. Just then, Planchet came in, carrying two letters for D’Artagnan.

One letter was a small, elegantly folded note, sealed with delicate green wax stamped with a dove holding a green branch. The other was a large, square letter, boldly bearing the impressive arms of his Eminence, the Cardinal Duke. At the sight of the small letter, D’Artagnan’s heart beat rapidly; he believed he recognized the handwriting. Though he had only seen it once before, its memory lingered with him. He seized the little note and opened it eagerly.

“Be,” the letter instructed, “on Thursday next, between six and seven in the evening, on the road to Chaillot. Watch carefully as the carriages pass. But if you value your own life or those who care for you, do not say a word or make any gesture that might show you have recognized the one who risks everything just to see you, even for a moment.”

There was no signature.

“That’s a trap,” Athos warned. “Don’t go, D’Artagnan.”

“And yet,” D’Artagnan replied, “I think I know the handwriting.”

“It could be a forgery,” Athos cautioned.

“Between six and seven o’clock, the road through Chaillot is nearly deserted; it’s as risky as riding in the Bondy forest.”

“But what if we all go?” D’Artagnan replied. “Why not? They can’t take on all four of us—four lackeys, horses, arms, and all!”

“And besides, it’s a perfect occasion to parade our new outfits,” Porthos added.

“But if it’s a woman who wrote to us,” Aramis warned, “and she wishes not to be seen, remember, D’Artagnan, you could expose her, which a gentleman would never do.”

“We’ll keep our distance,” Porthos suggested. “You can go ahead on your own.”

“Yes, but a pistol can be fired from a speeding carriage,” D’Artagnan objected.

“Bah!” he went on, “they’ll miss. If they shoot, we’ll race after the carriage and settle things. They must be enemies.”

“He’s right,” agreed Porthos. “There will be a fight. And it’s a good chance to try out our weapons.”

“Let’s enjoy the excitement,” Aramis said with his usual calm.

“As you wish,” said Athos.

“Gentlemen,” D’Artagnan announced, “it’s just past half-four, and we hardly have time to get to Chaillot by six.”

“Besides,” Porthos said, “if we leave too late, no one will see us, and that would be a shame. Let’s get ready, gentlemen.”

“But what about the second letter?” Athos interjected. “You seem to have forgotten it. I think the seal means it’s worth opening. Honestly, D’Artagnan, I find it far more important than the little scrap you tucked into your bosom.”

D’Artagnan blushed in embarrassment. “Well then,” he said, “let’s see what his Eminence wants.” He broke the seal and read aloud:

“M. d’Artagnan, of the King’s Guards, company Dessessart, is expected at the Palais-Cardinal this evening at eight o’clock. LA HOUDINIERE, Captain of the Guards”

“The devil!” Athos exclaimed. “This meeting is far more serious than the other.”

“I’ll go to the second meeting after the first,” D’Artagnan replied. “One is at seven, the other at eight; there’s time for both.”

“Hum! I would avoid it altogether,” said Aramis. “A gallant knight cannot refuse a meeting with a lady, but a careful gentleman can excuse himself from seeing his Eminence, especially if he suspects he’s not truly invited.”

“I agree with Aramis,” said Porthos.

“Gentlemen,” said D’Artagnan, “I’ve already received a similar invitation before, delivered by Monsieur de Cavois for his Eminence. I ignored it, and the next day, a terrible misfortune struck—Constance disappeared. No matter what happens, I must go.”

“If you’re determined,” Athos said, “then do so.”

“But what if you’re sent to the Bastille?” asked Aramis.

“Bah! You’ll get me out if I’m thrown in,” replied D’Artagnan.

“Of course we will,” Aramis and Porthos agreed, their confidence unwavering, as if it were a simple matter.

“But since we’re leaving the day after tomorrow, it’s best you avoid the Bastille.”

“Let’s do even better,” Athos suggested. “Let’s make sure he’s not alone tonight. Each of us can wait by a palace gate with three Musketeers at our side. If we see a suspicious carriage, we’ll act. It’s been too long since we’ve fought the Cardinal’s Guards; Monsieur de Tréville must think we’re dead by now.”

“No doubt, Athos,” Aramis said. “You were born to be a general! What do you think, gentlemen?”

“Splendid!” the young men responded together.

“Well,” said Porthos, “I’ll hurry to the hôtel and ask our comrades to be ready by eight o’clock at the Place du Palais-Cardinal. Meanwhile, make sure the lackeys are saddling the horses.”

“I don’t have a horse,” D’Artagnan replied, “but that’s alright; I can borrow one from Monsieur de Tréville.”

“That’s unnecessary,” said Aramis. “You may take one of mine.”

“One of yours? How many do you have?” D’Artagnan asked, surprised.

“Three,” Aramis answered with a smile.

“Certes,” Athos exclaimed, “you must be the best-mounted poet in all of France or Navarre.”

“Well, my dear Aramis, you hardly need three horses, do you? I can’t imagine why you’d buy so many!”

“In fact, I only bought two,” Aramis replied.

“The third dropped from the clouds, I suppose?”

“No, the third was delivered this morning by a groom in livery. He wouldn’t say whose service he was in, but claimed he had orders from his master.”

“Or his mistress,” D’Artagnan interjected.

“That makes no difference,” Aramis replied, blushing. “He insisted, as I said, that he was ordered by his master or mistress to put the horse in my stable, without saying where it came from.”

“Such luck only comes to poets,” Athos said solemnly.

“Well, in that case, we’re well set,” D’Artagnan said. “Which horse will you ride—the one you bought, or the one given to you?”

“The one that was gifted, of course. You don’t suppose, D’Artagnan, that I’d dare offend—”

“The unknown giver,” D’Artagnan interrupted.

“Or the mysterious benefactress,” Athos added. “So the one you bought will be of little use to you?”

“Almost none.”

“And you picked it yourself?”

“With the greatest care.”

“A horseman’s safety often depends on his horse.”

“Well then, will you let me have it for what you paid?”

“I was just going to suggest it, my dear D’Artagnan; you can pay me back whenever you like.”

“And what did it cost you?”

“Eight hundred livres.”

“Here are forty double pistoles, my friend,” said D’Artagnan, taking the coins from his pocket. “That’s what your poems paid you, I believe.”

“So, you’re rich then?” Aramis asked.

“Rich? I’m the richest man in town, my friend!” D’Artagnan replied, jingling the rest of his coins. “Send your saddle to the Musketeers’ hôtel, and we can bring your horse along with ours.”

“Very well, but it’s already five o’clock. Let’s hurry.”

A quarter hour later, Porthos appeared at the end of Rue Férou, riding a striking genet. Mousqueton followed on a small but attractive Auvergne horse. Porthos radiated happiness and pride.

At the same moment, Aramis arrived from the far end of the street, mounted on a magnificent English charger. Bazin rode just behind him on a roan, leading a powerful Mecklenburg horse—D’Artagnan’s. The two Musketeers met at the gate, watched by Athos and D’Artagnan from the window.

“The devil!” Aramis exclaimed. “What a fine horse you have, Porthos.”

“Yes,” replied Porthos, “this is the one I should have had from the start. The husband played a cruel joke and sent another horse, but he’s been dealt with, and I’ve received my proper reward at last.”

Just then, Planchet and Grimaud arrived, bringing their masters’ horses.

D’Artagnan and Athos mounted and joined their companions. Athos rode a horse given by a woman, Aramis rode one from his mistress, Porthos sat astride the horse he got from his procurator’s wife, and D’Artagnan rode a horse that represented his good fortune—the finest mistress of all. Their lackeys followed behind. As Porthos had hoped, their group drew much attention. If Mme. Coquenard had met Porthos looking so striking on his beautiful Spanish genet, she certainly wouldn’t have resented the strain she’d put on her husband’s purse.

Near the Louvre, the four friends ran into M. de Tréville, returning from St. Germain. He stopped to compliment their appearance, quickly attracting a crowd of onlookers. D’Artagnan took the chance to speak to M. de Tréville about the letter with the prominent red seal and the cardinal’s arms, carefully leaving out the other letter. M. de Tréville approved of D’Artagnan’s plan and promised that if he didn’t show up the next day, he would seek him out, wherever he might be.

At that moment, the clock at La Samaritaine struck six. The four friends apologised, citing a prior engagement, and left M. de Tréville. A brisk ride brought them to the road to Chaillot, as daylight faded and carriages passed frequently. D’Artagnan, keeping just ahead of his friends, watched every passing carriage closely, but saw no familiar faces.

After waiting about fifteen minutes, just as dusk deepened, a carriage appeared, speeding down the Sèvres road. D’Artagnan suddenly felt sure this carriage held the person who had summoned him. His heart pounded fiercely.

Almost at once, a woman’s head appeared at the window, two fingers pressed to her lips—either signaling silence or blowing a kiss. D’Artagnan let out a quiet cry of joy; this woman, or rather this passing vision, for the carriage flew by like a dream, was Mme. Bonacieux. Even though he’d been warned, D’Artagnan’s instinct took over. He pushed his horse into a gallop, quickly catching up with the carriage. But the window was closed tight, and the vision vanished.

Then D’Artagnan remembered the warning: “If you value your own life or those who love you, remain still, as if you had seen nothing.” He stopped, trembling not for himself, but for the poor woman who had surely risked much to arrange this meeting. The carriage raced into Paris and disappeared.

D’Artagnan stood still, unsure what to think. If it really was Mme. Bonacieux and she was returning to Paris, then why such secrecy? Why just a glance and a lost kiss? On the other hand, if it wasn’t her—quite possible with the failing light—could it be some trick to draw him in, using the woman everyone knew he loved? His three friends joined him—each had seen the woman at the window, but except for Athos, none recognized Mme. Bonacieux.

Athos believed it was her, though he was less charmed by her beauty than D’Artagnan. He thought he’d seen a second person—a man—in the carriage.

“If that’s the case,” D’Artagnan said, “they must be moving her from one prison to another. But what are they planning for her, and how can I ever see her again?”

“Friend,” Athos replied gravely, “remember, it’s only the dead whom we are unlikely to meet again in this life. You know this as well as I. If your mistress isn’t dead, and if it was really her we saw, you’ll see her again.”

“And maybe, God help us!” he added, with his usual misanthropy. “Maybe sooner than you’d like.”

The clock struck half past seven. The carriage had been gone for twenty minutes. D’Artagnan’s friends reminded him of his appointment, but also hinted he still had time to change his mind. D’Artagnan, driven by curiosity and resolve, had made up his mind to go to the Palais-Cardinal and learn what his Eminence wanted. Nothing could stop him.

They reached Rue St. Honoré, where in the Place du Palais-Cardinal the twelve invited Musketeers were milling about, waiting for their comrades. There, they explained their purpose. D’Artagnan was well known to the Musketeers, and it was expected he’d join their ranks one day; he was already treated as a comrade. Given this, everyone eagerly accepted the adventure. The chance to get the upper hand on the cardinal or his men was too good to pass up, and these noble gentlemen were always eager for excitement. Athos divided them into three groups—taking charge of one himself, putting Aramis in charge of the second, and Porthos in charge of the third. Each group then took up positions at different palace gates.

D’Artagnan entered boldly through the main gate. Though he felt supported, he carried a sense of unease as he climbed the grand staircase. His dealings with Milady felt dangerous, and he distrusted her political connection with the cardinal. Also, De Wardes—whom he’d wronged—was one of the cardinal’s agents. D’Artagnan knew that while the cardinal could be brutal to his enemies, he was loyal to his friends.

“If De Wardes has told the cardinal about us, which is likely, and if he has recognized me, as he probably has, I might be as good as done for,” D’Artagnan murmured, shaking his head. “But why wait until now?”

It was obvious: Milady had complained about him with that false sorrow she was so good at, and his latest offense had pushed her past her limits.

“Luckily,” he added to himself, “my friends are outside, and won’t let anything happen to me without a fight. Still, Monsieur de Tréville’s Musketeers alone can’t take on the cardinal, who commands all France. Before him, the queen is helpless, and the king doesn’t have the will to act. D’Artagnan, you’ve got courage and sense, many fine qualities—yet it’s women who will be your undoing!”

He had reached this gloomy conclusion by the time he entered the antechamber. He handed his letter to the usher, who took him into a waiting room and went farther into the palace. In the room, five or six of the cardinal’s Guards stood around. They recognized D’Artagnan, and knowing he was the one who had wounded Jussac, they eyed him with sly smiles.

D’Artagnan couldn’t shake the sense that those smiles boded poorly for him. Still, being a Gascon, he was not easily shaken. His pride kept him from showing any fear, so he stood tall before the Guards, hand on his hip, calmly confident.

When the usher reappeared and motioned D’Artagnan to follow, he sensed the Guards snickering behind him. He made his way down a corridor, across a grand salon, and into a library, where he found a man at a desk, busy writing. The usher introduced D’Artagnan and then slipped away, leaving him alone with the stranger.

D’Artagnan stood quietly, watching the man. At first, he thought he was being examined by a judge. But soon he saw that the man wasn’t just writing—he was correcting lines of different lengths, counting words on his fingers. It dawned on D’Artagnan that he was in the presence of a poet.

After a moment’s pause, the poet closed the manuscript—which bore the title “Mirame, a Tragedy in Five Acts”—and looked up. To D’Artagnan’s surprise, he recognized the cardinal.




Chapter XL: A Terrible Vision

The cardinal rested his elbow on his manuscript, supporting his cheek with his hand as he studied the young man closely. Few people possessed a gaze as piercing as Cardinal de Richelieu, and D’Artagnan felt the intensity of his eyes as if it were a fever running through him. Nevertheless, he kept calm, holding his hat in his hand and awaiting the pleasure of His Eminence with a balance of confidence and respect.

“Monsieur,” began the cardinal, “are you a D’Artagnan from Béarn?”

“Yes, monseigneur,” the young man replied.

“There are several D’Artagnan families in Tarbes and the surrounding area,” the cardinal continued. “Which one are you from?”

“I am the son of the man who served in the Religious Wars under the great King Henry, father of His Gracious Majesty.”

“Very good. You are the one who left for Paris about seven or eight months ago to seek your fortune?”

“Yes, monseigneur.”

“You passed through Meung, where something happened.”

“I can’t quite recall, but something certainly occurred.”

“Monseigneur,” D’Artagnan began, “here’s what took place—”

“No need, no need!” the cardinal interrupted, with a knowing smile that showed he already knew the story D’Artagnan wanted to tell. “You were recommended to Monsieur de Tréville, correct?”

“Yes, monseigneur; but in that unfortunate incident at Meung—”

“The letter was lost,” his Eminence replied. “Yes, I know. But Monsieur de Tréville is a shrewd judge of character; he understands men instantly. He placed you with his brother-in-law, Monsieur Dessessart, and left you with the hope you would become a Musketeer someday.”

“Monseigneur is exactly right,” D’Artagnan said. “Since then, a great deal has happened. I recall one day walking behind the Chartreux when it would have been wiser to keep away. Then I traveled to the waters at Forges with my friends, though they stopped on the way and I continued ahead.”

“That’s simple: you had business in England.”

“Monseigneur,” D’Artagnan murmured, feeling uneasy, “I went—”

“Hunting at Windsor, or somewhere else—it doesn’t matter. I know—it’s my job to know everything. When you returned, you were received by a distinguished person, and I see, with satisfaction, that you still wear the token she gave you.”

D’Artagnan instinctively touched the queen’s diamond he wore, turning the stone inward, but it was already too late.

“The next day, you were visited by Cavois,” the cardinal continued. “He came to call you to the palace. You didn’t return the call, and that was an error.”

“Monseigneur, I worried I’d lost favor with your Eminence.”

“How could that be, monsieur? Could you displease me by obeying your superiors with greater skill and courage than most? It is the disobedient I punish, not those like you who obey—perhaps too well. As proof, think back to the day I summoned you to my presence, and consider what happened that very night.”

That was the evening Mme. Bonacieux was kidnapped. D’Artagnan shivered, remembering that just half an hour before, he had seen the poor woman—almost certainly in the same hands that had taken her away.

“In short,” the cardinal continued, “since I haven’t heard from you in some time, I wanted to know what you’ve been doing.”

“Besides, you owe me some gratitude. You must have noticed how much consideration has been shown to you throughout all this.”

D’Artagnan bowed respectfully.

“That,” the cardinal went on, “arises not just from fairness, but also from a plan I have for you.”

D’Artagnan was more surprised than ever.

“I meant to explain this plan on the day you received my first letter, but you didn’t come. Fortunately, this delay has cost us nothing, and you will now hear it. Please, sit facing me, D’Artagnan; you’re a gentleman, and I know you would never choose to listen while standing.” The cardinal indicated a chair, but D’Artagnan, still taken aback by what was unfolding, hesitated, waiting for a clearer sign before sitting.

“You are brave, Monsieur d’Artagnan,” his Eminence said. “You are also prudent, which is even better. I appreciate men who have both intellect and spirit. Don’t be afraid,” he added, smiling. “By men of spirit, I mean those with courage. Still, despite your youth and recent arrival in the world, you have made powerful enemies




Chapter XLII: The Anjou Wine

After the discouraging news about the king’s health, rumors of his recovery began to spread throughout the camp. Eager to be present at the siege, the king was said to be preparing to set out as soon as he was able to ride. Meanwhile, Monsieur, aware he could be replaced at any moment by the Duc d’Angoulême, Bassompierre, or Schomberg—each eager for his position—made no effort to assert his authority. He spent his days undecided, reluctant to take any significant action to expel the English from the Isle of Ré, where they continued to besiege the citadel of St. Martin and the fort of La Prée, while the French simultaneously laid siege to La Rochelle.

D’Artagnan, as we have mentioned, had grown calmer—a common feeling after a period of danger, especially when the threat appears to have passed. However, one worry remained: he had no news from his friends. Then, one morning at the start of November, everything became clear with a letter dated from Villeroy:


M. D’Artagnan, along with Messieurs Athos, Porthos, and Aramis, recently enjoyed a lively gathering at my home. Their merrymaking, however, caused such a commotion that the castle provost—a strict man—ordered their confinement for several days. To comply with this directive, I am sending you a dozen bottles of my Anjou wine, which they hold in high esteem. They wish for you to drink their health with their favorite vintage. I have done so, and I remain, monsieur, with the utmost respect,

Your humble and obedient servant,

Godeau, Purveyor of the Musketeers



“That’s wonderful!” exclaimed D’Artagnan. “They remember me in their joy just as I remembered them in my troubles. I’ll certainly raise a glass to their health with all my heart, but I will not drink alone.”

With that, D’Artagnan sought out the Guardsmen with whom he had grown close, inviting them to share the excellent Anjou wine sent from Villeroy.

One of the two Guardsmen was busy that evening and the other the following night, so the gathering was set for the day after. D’Artagnan sent twelve bottles of wine to the Guards’ refreshment room, with strict instructions that they be handled carefully. On the appointed day, as dinner was planned for midday, D’Artagnan sent Planchet at nine in the morning to prepare for the event.

Planchet, proud of his new role as host, was determined that everything go perfectly. To this end, he enlisted the help of Fourreau, a lackey of one of his master’s guests, and the false soldier who had once tried to kill D’Artagnan. This man, owing no particular loyalty, had attached himself to D’Artagnan’s service—or rather to Planchet’s—after D’Artagnan had spared his life.

At the hour of the banquet, the two Guardsmen took their seats, and the dishes were set out on the table. Planchet stood by with a towel draped over his arm, while Fourreau uncorked bottles. Brisemont, the convalescent, carefully decanted the slightly shaken wine. As Brisemont poured the first bottle, which had some sediment at the bottom, he poured the lees into a glass. D’Artagnan encouraged him to drink it, knowing the man had not yet fully regained his strength.

As the guests finished their soup and were about to lift their first glasses of wine, a sudden cannon blast sounded from Fort Louis and Fort Neuf. The Guardsmen, thinking it was the signal of an unexpected attack—either from the besieged or the English—immediately grabbed their swords. D’Artagnan did the same, and they all rushed out to return to their posts. However, they had barely left the room when they learned the real reason for the noise. Shouts of “Long live the king! Long live the cardinal!” rang all around, accompanied by drums beating in every direction.

In short, the king, impatient as always, had forced a rapid march and just arrived with his full retinue and ten thousand reinforcements. His Musketeers marched at the front and followed behind. D’Artagnan, with his company, greeted his three friends with an expressive gesture. Their eyes quickly found him, and M. de Tréville recognized him immediately. Once the formal reception was over, the four friends were soon embracing. “Pardieu!” cried D’Artagnan, “you couldn’t have arrived at a better moment; dinner must still be hot!”

“Is it true, gentlemen?” he said, turning to the two Guards, whom he introduced to his friends. “Ah, ah!” exclaimed Porthos, “it looks like we’re in for a feast!”

“I hope,” added Aramis, “there won’t be any women at your dinner.”

“Is there any decent wine in your tavern?” Athos asked. “Well, pardieu! there is—the one you sent, my dear friend,” D’Artagnan replied. “Our wine?” Athos asked, surprised. “Yes, the wine you sent me.”

“We sent you wine?”

“You know—the wine from the Anjou hills.”

“Yes, I recall the kind you mean.”

“The wine you like best.”

“Well, lacking champagne and chambertin, we must do with that.”

“So, as wine connoisseurs, we’ve sent you Anjou?” Porthos asked. “Not exactly; it was sent at your request.”

“On our behalf?” echoed the three Musketeers.

“Did you send this wine, Aramis?” Athos asked.

“No. What about you, Porthos?”

“No. And you, Athos?”

“Not me!”

“If none of you did, then it must have been your purveyor,” D’Artagnan said. “Our purveyor!”

“Yes, your purveyor, Godeau—the Musketeers’ purveyor.”

“Faith! It doesn’t matter where it comes from,” Porthos said. “Let’s try it—if it’s good, let’s enjoy it.”

“No,” Athos replied. “We shouldn’t drink wine whose source is unknown.”

“You’re right, Athos,” D’Artagnan agreed. “Did any of you ask Godeau to send me wine?”

“No! Yet you say he sent it as if it were from us?”

“Here’s his letter,” D’Artagnan said, handing the note to his friends.

“This isn’t his handwriting!” Athos declared. “I know it; before we left Villeroy, I settled the regiment’s accounts.”

“A completely fake letter,” Porthos agreed. “We haven’t been punished for any disorder.”

“D’Artagnan,” Aramis said reproachfully, “how could you think we caused such a scene?”

D’Artagnan went pale, trembling. “You alarm me!” Athos said, using ‘thee’ and ‘thou’—rare words for him—“What’s happened?”

“Listen, my friends!” D’Artagnan cried. “A terrible thought has struck me! Could this be another revenge from that woman?”

Now Athos turned pale. D’Artagnan ran for the refreshment room, the three Musketeers and two Guards following. The first thing D’Artagnan saw as he entered was Brisemont, sprawled on the ground, convulsing in agony.

Planchet and Fourreau, both as pale as death, tried desperately to help him, but it was clear their aid was hopeless. The dying man’s face twisted with pain. “Ah!” he cried on seeing D’Artagnan, “this is monstrous! You say you forgive me, then poison me!”

“Me?” D’Artagnan replied, astonished. “How can you say that?”

“You’re the one who offered me the wine; you urged me to drink it.”

“You wanted to take your revenge—and it’s monstrous!”

“Don’t think that, Brisemont,” D’Artagnan pleaded. “I swear—that’s not true—”

“Oh, but God above will judge! God will punish you! My God—may he make you suffer as I do!”

“On the Gospel,” D’Artagnan said, kneeling beside the dying man, “I swear—the wine was poisoned, and I meant to drink it too.”

“I don’t believe you,” the man gasped, then succumbed to his suffering. “Frightful! Frightful!” Athos murmured, while Porthos smashed the bottles and Aramis, too late, sent for a confessor.

“Oh, my friends,” D’Artagnan exclaimed, “once again, you’ve saved my life—and these gentlemen’s as well. Gentlemen,” he added to the Guardsmen, “please, say nothing of this incident. Important people may be implicated, and speaking of this could bring trouble upon us all.”

“Ah, monsieur!” stammered Planchet, pale and shaken. “What a narrow escape for me!”

“What’s this, you rogue? Were you about to drink my wine?”

“To the king’s health, monsieur! I was just going to take a tiny glass if Fourreau hadn’t called me away.”

“Alas!” said Fourreau, teeth chattering in fear. “I wanted him out so I could have some myself.”

“Gentlemen,” D’Artagnan told the Guardsmen, “you’ll understand a feast is out of the question after this. I must apologize and postpone to another day.”

The two Guardsmen graciously accepted D’Artagnan’s apologies. Sensing the four friends wanted privacy, they took their leave. Once alone, the young Guardsman and three Musketeers exchanged glances that made the gravity of their situation clear.

“First,” Athos said, “let’s leave this room. The dead are not good company, especially those violently killed.”

“Planchet,” D’Artagnan instructed, “I leave the body of this poor fellow to you.”

“Let him be buried in holy ground. He did wrong, but he repented.”

The four friends left, leaving Planchet and Fourreau to care for Brisemont. The innkeeper gave them another room and served eggs and fresh water, which Athos fetched from the fountain himself. In a few words, Porthos and Aramis learned what had happened.

“Well,” D’Artagnan said to Athos, “you see, my friend, for us, it’s war to the death.”

Athos nodded. “Yes, yes; I see. But do you really think it’s her?”

“I’m sure of it.”

“Still, I have my doubts.”

“But the fleur-de-lis on her shoulder?”

“She could be an Englishwoman who committed a crime in France and was branded for it.”

“Athos, I tell you, she’s your wife. The descriptions match so closely—think about it.”

“Yes—but I believed the other must be dead; I hanged her so thoroughly.”

Now D’Artagnan shook his head in disbelief.

“But in any case, what can we do?” the young man asked.

“Truly, we can’t live forever with a sword above our heads,” Athos replied. “We must find a way out.”

“But how?”

“Listen—you must see her and have a frank conversation. Tell her: ‘Peace or war! I give you my word as a gentleman: I will never say a word about you or harm you, if you promise on your honor never to interfere with me again.’”

“If not, I will go to the chancellor, to the king, even the executioner. I’ll have you brought to trial. If you’re acquitted, on my honor as a gentleman, I’ll hunt you down and kill you like a mad dog.”

“I admire your resolution,” D’Artagnan replied, “but where and how do we find her?”

“Patience, friend; time will give us the opportunity. Opportunity is man’s great equalizer. The more we dare, the more we gain, if only we know how to wait.”

“Yes, but waiting while surrounded by assassins and poisoners is rather grim.”

“Bah!” Athos scoffed. “God has protected us so far; He will again.”

“Yes, we’re men, and it’s our lot to risk our lives. But what about her?” D’Artagnan asked quietly.

“Who?” said Athos.

“Constance.”

“Madame Bonacieux!”

“Ah, that’s right!” Athos exclaimed. “My poor friend, I’d forgotten you’re in love.”

“Well,” Aramis replied, “didn’t you see the letter you found on that unfortunate man? She’s in a convent now. One can find peace in a convent; as soon as the siege of La Rochelle is over, I promise—”

“Good!” Athos interrupted. “Yes, my dear Aramis, we know your religious leanings.”

“I’m still a Musketeer,” Aramis said modestly. “We haven’t heard about his mistress for some time,” Athos added quietly. “Let’s not dwell on that—we know her situation.”

“Well,” Porthos broke in, “the solution seems simple to me.”

“What do you mean?” D’Artagnan asked.

“You say she’s in a convent?” Porthos asked. “Yes.”

“Very good. After the siege, we’ll rescue her from the convent.”

“But first, we must find which convent she’s in.”

“That’s true,” Porthos admitted. “I think I have an idea,” Athos said. “Didn’t you say, my dear D’Artagnan, the queen chose the convent for her?”

“I believe so.”

“Then Porthos can help us.”

“And how’s that?”

“Through your marchioness, your duchess, your princess—she must have influence.”

“Hush!” Porthos said, putting a finger to his lips.

“I believe she favors the cardinal; she mustn’t know about this.”

“Then,” said Aramis, “I’ll take it upon myself to investigate.”

“You, Aramis?” the three friends exclaimed. “How will you do it?”

“Through the queen’s almoner, with whom I am close,” Aramis replied, blushing. With this assurance, the four friends finished their modest meal and parted, promising to meet that evening. D’Artagnan returned to his duties, while the three Musketeers went to the king’s quarters to arrange their lodging.




Chapter XLIII: The Sign Of The Red Dovecot

Meanwhile, the king, who despised Buckingham even more than the cardinal did, was eager for battle. Despite having just arrived, he insisted on immediate efforts to expel the English from the Isle of Ré and intensify the siege of La Rochelle. Yet his enthusiasm was soon hindered by disputes between MM. Bassompierre and Schomberg, and the Duc d’Angoulême.

Both Bassompierre and Schomberg, as marshals of France, claimed command under the king’s orders. But the cardinal, who distrusted Bassompierre—believing him, in his heart, to be a Huguenot and thus too lenient toward the English and the Rochellais—backed the Duc d’Angoulême, whom the king had appointed lieutenant general at Richelieu’s urging. To prevent Bassompierre and Schomberg from quitting the army, they were each given separate commands.

Bassompierre placed his headquarters north of the city, between Leu and Dompierre; the Duc d’Angoulême camped to the east, from Dompierre to Perigny; M. de Schomberg was to the south, from Perigny to Angoutin. Monsieur’s quarters were at Dompierre, and the king moved between Estrée and Jarrie. The cardinal settled on the downs by the bridge of La Pierre in a small, unfortified house. In this way, Monsieur watched Bassompierre, the king kept an eye on the Duc d’Angoulême, and the cardinal observed M. de Schomberg. With this system, they commenced driving out the English.

It was the perfect time. The English, who need good food to be effective soldiers above all, were surviving only on salted meat and hard biscuit, and many in their camp fell ill. The rough autumn sea claimed small ships on the coast every day. The shore, from the point of l’Aiguillon to the trenches, was covered with the wrecks of sloops, roberges, and feluccas after every tide. So, even if the king’s army did nothing, it was clear that Buckingham, clinging to the Isle out of stubbornness, would eventually be forced to abandon the siege. However, with M. de Toiras reporting the enemy was preparing a final assault, the king decided the matter must be settled and gave orders for an all-out action.

We do not intend to provide a detailed siege account, but only those events that concern our story. In short, the expedition succeeded, to the king’s surprise and the cardinal’s glory. The English were pushed back everywhere and routed at the Isle of Loie crossing, abandoning two thousand men, including five colonels, three lieutenant colonels, two hundred and fifty captains, twenty gentlemen of rank, four cannons, and sixty flags. These trophies were sent to Paris by Claude de St. Simon and displayed in great processions at Notre Dame. Te Deums were sung in camp and later throughout France. The English having been routed (for now), the cardinal was free to concentrate on the siege. Still, this victory would only be temporary.

A messenger of the Duke of Buckingham, named Montague, was captured, revealing evidence of a conspiracy linking the German Empire, Spain, England, and Lorraine against France. Furthermore, among Buckingham’s hastily abandoned belongings, documents were found confirming the alliance. As the cardinal wrote in his memoirs, these papers seriously implicated Mme. de Chevreuse, and through her, the queen. The full burden of responsibility fell on the cardinal’s shoulders; a powerful minister cannot evade it. So, Richelieu devoted all his great energy and intellect to tracking the smallest whispers from Europe’s great courts.

The cardinal understood Buckingham’s activities and his deep hostility. Should the coalition defeat France, Richelieu’s power would vanish. Spanish and Austrian interests would have agents in the Louvre where only sympathizers existed before; Richelieu—the nation’s minister—would be ruined. The king, who listened to him like a child, had a child’s resentment for his mentor and would surrender him to the queen’s and Monsieur’s private vengeance. In that event, Richelieu would be lost—and perhaps France with him. He had to anticipate and counter all this.

Courtiers grew countless, coming night and day to the little house by the bridge of La Pierre, the cardinal’s headquarters. There were monks who wore their habits so awkwardly they clearly belonged more to the military than the Church; women disguised as pages, whose large pants did not fully hide their feminine shapes; and peasants with rough, black hands yet fine limbs suggesting noble blood from a league away.

There were also less desirable visitors—rumors circulated more than once that the cardinal had narrowly escaped assassination. His enemies claimed these were staged by Richelieu himself to justify reprisals. Still, one must be cautious about believing everything ministers—or their enemies—say.

Despite threats, the cardinal—whose enemies never questioned his personal courage—continued nightly rides. Sometimes he was seen delivering urgent orders to the Duc d’Angoulême, other times visiting the king or receiving a guest he preferred not to see at home. Meanwhile, the Musketeers, who had little to do with the siege, were not closely supervised and enjoyed considerable freedom.

This was especially true for our three companions, whose friendship with M. de Tréville allowed them special leave after the camp closed. One evening, while D’Artagnan was on trench duty and could not join them, Athos, Porthos, and Aramis rode back from a tavern called the Red Dovecot, which Athos had discovered two days earlier on the Jarrie road. Cloaked in their campaign gear with hands on their pistol butts, they remained alert for ambushes.

As they traveled, about a quarter league from the village of Boisnau, they thought they heard horses approaching. They stopped at once, of one accord, gathering in the road’s center. Just then, the moon slipped from behind a cloud, lighting a bend where two riders appeared. At the sight of the three, the newcomers stopped as well, seeming to hesitate over whether to continue or turn back. This aroused suspicion in Athos and his friends. Athos advanced a few steps and called out calmly, “Who goes there?”

“Who goes there yourselves?” replied one of the riders.

“That is not an answer,” Athos retorted. “Who goes there? Answer, or we’ll charge.”

“Take care what you




Chapter XLIV: The Utility Of Stovepipes

Unbeknownst to them, and guided only by their chivalrous and adventurous nature, our three friends had just helped someone especially important to the cardinal. But who was this person? That was the very question the three Musketeers asked each other. Their speculation yielded no answers. Porthos called for the host and asked for some dice. He and Aramis started a game at the table, while Athos wandered about, deep in thought.

As Athos paced in front of the broken stovepipe leading to the upper chamber, a faint murmur of voices began to reach his ear. With each pass, the sounds grew clearer, compelling him to bend closer. He signaled for his friends to quiet down as he leaned in, listening intently at the lower opening.

“Listen, Milady,” the cardinal was saying, “this matter is crucial. Please sit, and let’s discuss it.”

“Milady!” Athos whispered in surprise.

“I am listening to your Eminence with my fullest attention,” responded a female voice that brought the Musketeer to a halt. “A small vessel with an English crew, whose captain is loyal to me, is waiting for you at the mouth of the Charente, at Fort La Pointe.”

“He will depart tomorrow morning.”

Fort La Pointe, or Fort Vasou, was in fact not built until 1672, nearly fifty years later.

“Must I go there tonight?”

“Immediately! That is, as soon as you receive my instructions. Two men will meet you at the door when you leave; they will act as your escort. Let me go first, and then, after half an hour, you can follow.”

“Yes, monseigneur. Now, tell me more about the mission you wish to give me. I want to maintain your Eminence’s trust, so please lay it out clearly and precisely, so I make no mistakes.”

A brief but profound silence followed. It was clear the cardinal was carefully choosing his words, while Milady listened with complete focus, determined to remember every detail. Using this pause, Athos signaled his companions to secure the door and join him in listening. The two Musketeers, preferring comfort, brought chairs for themselves and for Athos. Together, they leaned in, their heads close, listening intently.

“You will go to London,” the cardinal continued. “Once there, you will seek out Buckingham.”

“I must point out, your Eminence,” Milady interjected, “that after the incident with the diamond studs—which the duke always suspected me of—his Grace has become cautious around me.”

“This time,” the cardinal replied, “winning his confidence by trickery isn’t needed. Present yourself openly and honestly as a negotiator.”

“Openly and honestly,” Milady repeated, the hint of a sly smile on her lips revealing otherwise.

“Yes, directly and sincerely,” answered the cardinal, maintaining the same tone. “Everything must be open.”

“I will follow your Eminence’s instructions exactly. I’m only waiting for your specific directives.”

“You will tell Buckingham on my behalf that I’m fully aware of all the preparations he’s made. Yet, they don’t concern me, because with his first move, I’ll ruin the queen.”

“Will he believe your Eminence truly has the power to do that?”

“Yes—because I have the proof.”

“I must be able to show him this proof.”

“Certainly. Tell him I will make public the report from Bois-Robert and the Marquis de Beautru about his meeting with the queen at Madame the Constable’s house during her masquerade. Explain that he was in the Great Mogul’s costume—intended for the Chevalier de Guise—which he bought for three thousand pistoles to swap for his own.”

“Well, monseigneur?”

“Tell him exactly how he entered and left the Louvre on the night he disguised himself as an Italian fortune teller. Inform him I know every detail: that he wore a white banquet robe with black teardrops, skulls, and crossbones—so that, if caught by surprise, he could pass as the phantom White Lady, who is said to appear at the Louvre when important events approach.”

“Is that everything, monseigneur?”

“Also mention that I’m aware of all the details of the Amiens incident. I’ll have a witty account written about it, with a map of the garden and portraits of the main people in that night’s adventure.”

“I will tell him that.”

“Furthermore, inform him I have Montague detained in the Bastille. True, no letters were found with him, but torture may extract plenty, even things he may not realize he knows.”

“Understood.”

“Then add that, in his haste to leave the Isle of Ré, his Grace left behind a certain letter from Madame de Chevreuse in his lodgings. This letter greatly puts the queen at risk, showing not only that her Majesty can love the king’s enemies, but she is willing to plot with France’s foes. Do you remember it all?”

“Your Eminence, I have it: the ball at Madame the Constable’s, the night at the Louvre, the night in Amiens, Montague’s arrest, and Madame de Chevreuse’s letter.”

“That’s right,” said the cardinal. “That’s everything.”

“You have an excellent memory, Milady.”

“But,” she continued, turning to the cardinal, who had just paid her this compliment, “if despite all this, the duke remains stubborn and keeps threatening France?”

“The duke is head over heels in love—or, rather, foolish over it,” Richelieu said, bitterness in his voice. “Like the paladins, he’s plunged the country into war just for a glance from his lady. If he sees that this war could cost her honor—or even her freedom—I wager he’ll think again.”

“Yet,” Milady insisted, showing her determination for full clarity, “what if he doesn’t give in?”

“What if he doesn’t give in?” echoed the cardinal. “That is unlikely.”

“It could still happen,” Milady countered. “If he continues—” His Eminence paused, then said, “If he does, then let’s hope for one of those events that change the fate of nations.”

“If your Eminence could give an example from history,” Milady suggested, “perhaps I would share your optimism.”

“Indeed,” answered Richelieu. “In 1610, for nearly the same reasons as the duke today, King Henry IV, of glorious memory, was on the verge of invading Flanders and Italy to attack Austria on both sides. Didn’t some event occur that saved Austria?”

“Why shouldn’t the King of France have the same break as the emperor?”

“Your Eminence is referring, I presume, to the knife attack in the Rue de la Feronnerie?”

“Exactly,” answered the cardinal. “Don’t you think the example of Ravaillac’s fate would scare anyone from trying something similar?”

“There will always be fanatics—especially in times of religious divide—who would love to play the martyr. Also, the Puritans despise Buckingham and call him Antichrist in their sermons.”

“Well?” asked Milady.

“Well,” said the cardinal, now speaking as though it were of little consequence, “what we need now is a woman—young, beautiful, and clever—who has reason to hate the duke. He has had many affairs; he may have promised love, but his unfaithfulness breeds resentment.”

“Indeed,” Milady answered coldly, “such a woman can certainly be found.”

“Then, a woman who could put a Ravaillac or Jacques Clément’s knife into a fanatic’s hand would save France.”

“Yes, but she would become an accessory to assassination.”

“Have Ravaillac’s or Jacques Clément’s accomplices ever been discovered?”

“No; probably because they were too influential to be pursued. The Palace of Justice wouldn’t be burned for just anybody, monseigneur.”

“Do you then think the fire at the Palace of Justice was only a coincidence?” Richelieu inquired, using a light tone.

“I, Monseigneur?” answered Milady. “I claim nothing; I cite facts. If I were Madame de Montpensier or Queen Marie de Médicis, I would take far fewer precautions than I do as mere Milady Clarik.”

“Fair enough,” Richelieu acknowledged. “What do you need?”

“I need a warrant authorizing anything I find useful for France’s best interests.”

“First, let’s find that woman, the one who wants revenge on the duke.”

“She’s found,” Milady said. “Now we also need the fanatic to carry out this divine justice.”

“He will be found.”

“Very well,” said the cardinal. “Then it will be time for you to claim the warrant you asked for.”

“Your Eminence is correct,” Milady conceded. “I’ve been wrong to see the mission you gave me as anything but what it is: informing His Grace, on your behalf, that you’re aware of his disguises to approach the queen at Madame the Constable’s ball; that you have proof of the meeting at the Louvre with the Italian astrologer—none other than Buckingham. You’ve commissioned a satirical story of the Amiens adventure, with a map of the gardens and portraits of the main figures. Montague is in the Bastille, and torture might extract secrets forgotten or remembered. You have a letter from Madame de Chevreuse found in His Grace’s quarters, compromising not only herself, but also the party for whom it was written. If, after all this, he presses on—since this sums up my mission—I will be left only to pray for a miracle to save France.”

“Is that everything, Monseigneur? Is there nothing more?”

“That is all,” answered the cardinal bluntly.

Milady, undeterred by the sudden coldness in the duke’s tone, continued, “Now that I have your Eminence’s orders concerning your enemies, may I speak briefly about mine?”

“You have enemies?” Richelieu asked.

“Yes, Monseigneur—enemies I need your support against, for I made them while carrying out your orders.”

“Who are they?” the duke asked.

“First, a little plotter named Bonacieux.”

“She’s in the Nantes prison.”

“That’s what was said,” Milady corrected. “But the queen has obtained a royal order, and Bonacieux has since been placed in a convent.”

“In a convent?” the duke repeated, surprised.

“Yes, in a convent.”

“Which one?”

“I don’t know—the secret’s well kept.”

“But I will discover it!”

“And your Eminence will inform me where she is?”

“I see no problem in that,” the cardinal replied.

“Now, I have a far more dangerous enemy than this little Madame Bonacieux.”

“And who is that?”

“Her lover.”

“What’s his name?”

“Oh, your Eminence knows him quite well,” Milady burst out, unable to mask her anger.

“He orchestrates everything against us. He turned your Guards’ defeat into victory for the Musketeers; he is the one who gave De Wardes, your messenger, his three wounds and caused the infamous diamond studs disaster. And he, knowing I was behind Madame Bonacieux’s abduction, swore to see me dead.”

“Ah, ah!” said the cardinal. “I know who you mean.”

“I’m speaking of that miserable D’Artagnan.”

“He is bold,” the cardinal replied. “And that makes him even more dangerous.”

“I need,” said the duke, “proof of his involvement with Buckingham.”

“Proof?” Milady repeated. “I want ten.”

“Well, nothing could be simpler—get me that proof, and I will send him to the Bastille.”

“That’s all very well, monseigneur, but what then?”

“Once he’s in the Bastille, there is no ‘after’!” the cardinal said quietly. “Ah, pardieu! If only it were as easy for me to get rid of my enemies as it is for you, and if it were such people you sought pardon from—”

“Monseigneur,” Milady replied, “a fair exchange: life for life, man for man. Give me one, and I’ll give you the other.”

“I neither understand nor care to know what you mean,” the cardinal replied. “But I wish to please you, and I see nothing wrong in granting your request about this villain—especially if, as you say, this D’Artagnan is a libertine, a duelist, and a traitor.”

“A vile criminal, monseigneur, a real scoundrel!”

“Then give me paper, a pen, and ink,” said the cardinal.

“Here they are, monseigneur.”

A pause, suggesting the cardinal was either considering the right words or was already writing.

Athos, who had calmly listened to everything, took his two friends’ hands and led them to the far end of the room.

“Well,” asked Porthos, “why are we leaving? Why can’t we hear the rest?”

“Hush!” Athos whispered. “We’ve heard enough. Besides, I’m not stopping you from listening; I simply have to go.”

“You have to leave?” Porthos exclaimed. “If the cardinal asks for you, what should we say?”

“Don’t wait for him to ask. Speak up first and say I’ve gone to scout ahead, after our host’s warning about the road. I’ll mention it quickly to the cardinal’s esquire. The rest is my affair; don’t worry.”

“Just take care, Athos,” Aramis advised.

“Don’t worry about me,” Athos replied, giving a calm smile. “You know I can handle myself.”

With that, Porthos and Aramis returned to their spots by the stovepipe.

As for Athos, he left openly. He untied his horse, which was fastened with the others to the shutters, and in a few words convinced the attendant of the value of a vanguard on the return trip. He checked his pistols, drew his sword, and set out for the camp, like a lone forerunner.




Chapter XLV: A Conjugal Scene

As Athos had expected, it wasn’t long before the cardinal arrived. He opened the door to the room where the Musketeers were gathered and found Porthos deeply engrossed in a game of dice with Aramis. Taking a quick look around the room, he noticed that one of his men was missing. “What has become of Monseigneur Athos?” he asked.

“Monseigneur,” Porthos replied, “he went on ahead to scout after our host mentioned that the road might not be safe.”

“And what about you, Monsieur Porthos?”

“I’ve won five pistoles from Aramis.”

“Very well; will you come back with me now?”

“We are at your Eminence’s service.”

“Then let’s mount, gentlemen; it’s getting late.”

The attendant stood at the door, holding the cardinal’s horse by the bridle. Not far away, a group of two men and three horses emerged from the shadows. These were the men assigned to escort Milady to Fort La Pointe and oversee her boarding. The attendant confirmed to the cardinal what the two Musketeers had already reported about Athos. The cardinal nodded his approval and retraced his steps with the same caution he had used on his way in. Let us leave him to take the road back to the camp, accompanied by his esquire and the two Musketeers, and return to Athos.

For a hundred paces, Athos kept up the speed with which he had set out. But once out of sight, he turned his horse to the right, made a circuit, and returned to within twenty paces of a high hedge to watch the small troop pass. Recognizing the laced hats of his companions and the golden fringe on the cardinal’s cloak, he waited until the horsemen rounded the bend. Once they were out of sight, he galloped back to the inn, where the doors opened to him without delay. The host recognized him immediately.

“My officer,” Athos said, “forgot to deliver some very important information to the lady and sent me back to fix his mistake.”

“Go up,” the host replied. “She’s still in her room.”

Athos accepted and went upstairs quietly. As he reached the landing, he saw Milady putting on her hat through the open door. He entered the room and closed the door behind him. At the sound of the bolt locking, Milady turned to face him.

Athos stood before the door, cloaked, with his hat pulled low over his eyes. The sight of this silent, statue-like figure sent a shiver through Milady. “Who are you, and what do you want?” she demanded.

“Hmm,” Athos muttered, “it is indeed her!”

He let his cloak fall and lifted his hat as he stepped closer to Milady. “Do you know me, madame?” he asked. Milady took a step forward, then shrank back as if she had encountered a serpent.

“So far, so good,” said Athos, “I see you recognize me.”

“The Comte de la Fère!” Milady gasped, her face draining of color as she pressed against the wall, unable to retreat further.

“Yes, Milady,” Athos replied, “the Comte de la Fère in person, here as if from the next world for the pleasure of your company. Please, have a seat, madame, and let us talk, as the cardinal would say.”

Overcome by an indescribable terror, Milady sat down silently.

“You truly are a demon sent to this earth!” Athos went on. “Your power is tremendous, I know; but you also know that with God’s help, men have often triumphed over the worst demons. You have crossed my path before.”

“I thought I had utterly destroyed you, madame; but either I was mistaken, or hell has brought you back!”

These words, which awakened terrifying memories, made Milady lower her head with a stifled groan.

“Yes, hell has brought you back,” Athos continued. “Hell has made you rich, hell has given you a new name, hell has nearly changed your face; but it has not cleansed the stains from your soul nor erased the mark on your body.”

Milady jumped to her feet as if pushed by a hidden force, her eyes blazing with fury. Athos remained seated, calm and steady.

“You thought I was dead, didn’t you, just as I thought you were? The name Athos hid the Comte de la Fère as well as the name Milady Clarik hid Anne de Breuil.”

“Wasn’t that your name when your noble brother married us? Our situation is truly unusual,” Athos continued, a soft laugh escaping him. “We’ve survived this long only because we believed one another dead, and memory is often lighter to bear than the presence of someone still living, though even memory can torment us.”

“But,” Milady replied, her voice hollow and weak, “why have you come back to me, and what do you want?”

“I want to tell you that, although unseen, I have not lost track of you.”

“You know what I have done?”

“I can recount your actions, day by day, from when you entered the cardinal’s service up to this very evening.”

A look of disbelief crossed Milady’s pale lips.

“Listen! You were the one who cut the two diamond studs from the Duke of Buckingham’s shoulder; you arranged for Madame Bonacieux to be abducted; you, obsessed with De Wardes, let Monsieur d’Artagnan into your house; you, believing De Wardes had betrayed you, tried to have him killed by his rival; you, when that rival discovered your terrible secret, plotted to have him killed by two assassins you sent after him; you, after learning the assassins had failed, sent poisoned wine with a forged letter to trick your victim into thinking it was from his friends. In short, it was you who, just now in this very room, in the very chair I am sitting in, made a deal with Cardinal Richelieu to have the Duke of Buckingham killed, in return for permission to kill D’Artagnan.”

Milady’s face turned ashen.

“You must be Satan!” she exclaimed.

“Perhaps,” Athos replied, “but listen carefully. Kill the Duke of Buckingham, or have him killed—I care little either way. I don’t know him, and he is English besides. But do not harm D’Artagnan. He is a loyal friend whom I love and will defend. I swear to you, on my father’s head, that any crime you try to commit or succeed in committing against him will be your last.”

“Monsieur D’Artagnan has cruelly insulted me,” Milady said, her voice lifeless. “He must die!”

“Indeed!”

“Is it possible to insult you, madame?” Athos laughed. “He has insulted you, and so he must die!”

“He shall die!” Milady cried in return. “First her, then him.”

Athos felt dizziness overtake him. The sight of this woman, stripped of any hint of womanhood, brought horrifying memories to the surface. He remembered a time when, in a less dangerous moment than this, he had tried to sacrifice her for the sake of his honor. A thirst for blood rose within him, inflaming his mind and racing through his body like a fever. Rising, he reached for his belt, drew a pistol, and cocked it. Milady, pale as death, tried to scream, but her swollen tongue could only produce a hoarse, animal sound. Frozen against the dark tapestry, her disheveled hair framing her face, she looked like a ghastly figure of terror.

Athos slowly raised his pistol, extending his arm until the




Chapter XLVII: The Council Of The Musketeers

As Athos had anticipated, the bastion contained only a dozen corpses, a mix of French and Rochellais.

“Gentlemen,” Athos said, taking command of the expedition, “while Grimaud sets the table, let’s gather up the guns and cartridges. We can talk while we take care of this necessary business. These gentlemen,” he added, indicating the bodies, “can’t hear us.”

“But we could toss them into the ditch,” Porthos suggested, “after checking their pockets, of course.”

“Indeed,” Athos agreed, “but that’s Grimaud’s job.”

“Let’s have Grimaud search them and throw them over the walls,” D’Artagnan encouraged.

“Heaven forbid!” Athos exclaimed. “They might still prove useful to us.”

“Useful to us? These bodies?” Porthos said incredulously. “You must be joking, my friend.”

“Don’t judge too quickly, as the gospel and the cardinal say,” Athos countered. “How many guns do we have, gentlemen?”

“Twelve,” Aramis answered. “And how many shots?”

“A hundred.”

“That’s plenty for our purposes.”

“Let’s load the guns.”

The four Musketeers got to work, and just as they finished loading the last musket, Grimaud announced breakfast was ready. Athos responded with a gesture, indicating that was good news, and pointed to a turret shaped like a pepper shaker, signaling Grimaud to take up position as lookout. To make the watch less tedious, Athos allowed him to take a loaf of bread, two cutlets, and a bottle of wine.

“Now, to the table,” Athos declared. The four friends settled onto the ground, sitting cross-legged like Turks or tailors.

“And now,” D’Artagnan began, “since there’s no risk of being overheard, I hope you’ll share your secret with me.”

“I also hope to offer you both amusement and glory, gentlemen,” Athos replied.

“I convinced you to take a pleasant stroll; there’s a fine breakfast; and out there, five hundred people—if you look through the loopholes—are either taking us for heroes or madmen, two types of fools quite similar to each other.”

“But the secret!” D’Artagnan pressed.

“The secret is,” Athos replied, “that I saw Milady last night.”

D’Artagnan was lifting a glass to his lips; at the mention of Milady, his hand shook so much he had to set the glass down to keep from spilling it.

“You saw your wi—”

“Hush!” Athos said, interrupting. “You forget, my friend, these gentlemen aren’t as familiar with my family business as you. I saw Milady.”

“Where?” D’Artagnan asked.

“Within two leagues of here, at the inn called the Red Dovecot.”

“In that case, I’m doomed,” D’Artagnan said hopelessly.

“Not quite,” Athos replied. “By now, she must have left the shores of France.”

D’Artagnan gave a sigh of relief.

“But, after all,” Porthos asked, “who is Milady?”

“A charming woman!” Athos replied, taking a sip of sparkling wine. “Vile innkeeper!” he cried. “He’s served us Anjou wine instead of champagne, thinking we wouldn’t notice! Yes,” he continued, “an enchanting woman who had some rather unpleasant intentions toward our friend D’Artagnan. In return, he offended her, and she sought revenge. A month ago she tried to have him killed by two musket shots; a week ago she tried to poison him; and just yesterday she demanded his head from the cardinal.”

“What! She demanded my head from the cardinal?” D’Artagnan cried, his face pale with shock.

“Yes, as true as the Gospel,” Porthos said. “I heard her myself.”

“I did too,” Aramis added.

D’Artagnan, dropping his arm in despair, said, “Then there’s no point fighting anymore.”

“I might as well end it all,” D’Artagnan moaned. “It would be so easy.”

“That’s the worst thing you could do,” Athos said. “It’s the only thing you can’t undo.”

“But I’ll never escape,” D’Artagnan insisted. “I have too many enemies. First, the stranger from Meung; then De Wardes, whom I wounded three times; then Milady, whose secret I uncovered; and finally, the cardinal, whose plans I’ve ruined.”

“Well,” Athos said, “that’s four enemies, and there are four of us—one for each. Pardieu! Judging by Grimaud’s signals, though, we’re about to face an entirely different group. What is it, Grimaud? Given the seriousness of the matter, I’ll let you speak, but be brief. What do you see?”

“A troop.”

“How many men?”

“Twenty.”

“What kind of men?”

“Sixteen pioneers, four soldiers.”

“How far away?”

“Five hundred paces.”

“Good!”

“We have just enough time to finish this fowl and drink a glass of wine to your health, D’Artagnan.”

“To your health!” echoed Porthos and Aramis. “Well then, to my health! Though I fear your good wishes won’t help me much.”

“Bah!” Athos replied. “God is great, as the followers of Mohammed say, and the future is in His hands.”

With that, he finished his drink and set the glass down beside him. Athos got up casually, grabbed the musket closest to him, and moved toward one of the loopholes. Porthos, Aramis, and D’Artagnan did the same. Grimaud was instructed to stand behind the four friends to reload their weapons. “Pardieu!” Athos remarked, “It really seems unnecessary to split up for twenty men armed with pickaxes, mattocks, and shovels.”

Grimaud would need only to gesture for them to leave, and I’m sure they would have respected our peace.

“I doubt that,” D’Artagnan replied. “They’re advancing with determination. Plus, along with the pioneers, there are four soldiers and a brigadier, and they’re all armed with muskets.”

“That’s only because they don’t see us,” Athos said. “By my faith,” Aramis added, “I must admit I’m reluctant to fire at these poor civilians.”

“It would be a poor priest,” Porthos said, “who feels pity for heretics.”

“True,” Athos agreed, “Aramis is right. I’ll warn them.”

“What are you thinking of doing?” D’Artagnan exclaimed. “You’ll get yourself shot!”

But Athos ignored him. He climbed onto the breach, musket in one hand and hat in the other, and bowed politely to the soldiers and pioneers, who stopped in surprise fifty paces from the bastion.

“Gentlemen,” he called out, “my friends and I are having breakfast in this bastion. You know there’s nothing more unpleasant than being disturbed during a meal.

“We ask you, then, if you have business here, to wait until we’re done or to come back a bit later. Unless, of course, you’d rather—much better—to abandon the rebels and join us in drinking to the health of the King of France.”

“Be careful, Athos!” D’Artagnan shouted. “Can’t you see they’re aiming?”

“Yes, yes,” Athos replied calmly. “But they’re only civilians—poor marksmen who won’t hit me.”

At that, four shots went off, bullets flattening against the wall around Athos, but none hit their mark. Almost immediately, four shots were fired in return, much more accurately. Three soldiers fell dead and one pioneer was wounded.

“Grimaud,” Athos called from atop the breach, “another musket!”

Grimaud quickly complied. Meanwhile, the other three reloaded, and a second volley followed the first. The brigadier and two pioneers dropped dead, and the remaining troops scattered in panic.

“Now, gentlemen, a sortie!” Athos commanded.

The four friends rushed out of the fort, crossed the field of battle, and collected the four muskets of the privates, as well as the brigadier’s half-pike. Sure that the fleeing enemies wouldn’t stop before the city, they headed back to the bastion, carrying their trophies.

“Reload the muskets, Grimaud,” Athos instructed. “Now, gentlemen, let’s resume breakfast and our conversation. Where were we?”

“I remember you were saying,” D’Artagnan replied, “that after demanding my head from the cardinal, Milady left France. Where is she going?” His curiosity about Milady’s destination was clear.

“She’s going to England,” Athos answered.

“For what reason?”

“To assassinate, or have assassinated, the Duke of Buckingham.”

D’Artagnan gasped in shock and outrage.

“But that’s outrageous!” he cried.

“As for that,” Athos replied, “I honestly don’t care much about it. Now, Grimaud, when you’re done, take the brigadier’s half-pike, tie a napkin to it, and plant it atop our bastion. We’ll show those rebels from La Rochelle that they’re up against loyal and brave soldiers of the king.”

Grimaud obeyed silently. Soon, the white flag waved above the four friends. A thunderous cheer broke out at the sight; half the camp had gathered at the barrier.

“How can you say that?” D’Artagnan asked. “That you care so little if she kills Buckingham or if he’s killed?”

“But the Duke is our friend.”

“The Duke is English; he fights against us. Let her do what she wants with him; I care as little for him as for an empty bottle.” With that, Athos tossed an empty bottle fifteen paces away, having poured out the last drop.

“Wait,” D’Artagnan said. “I won’t abandon Buckingham like that. He gave us those wonderful horses.”

“And such fine saddles too,” Porthos added, adjusting the lace on his cloak.

“Besides,” Aramis said, “God wants the conversion, not the death, of a sinner.”

“Amen!” Athos replied. “We’ll revisit that another time, if you wish. What matters more now, and I hope you agree, D’Artagnan, is getting from this woman a sort of carte blanche she tricked from the cardinal. With it, she could act against you—and maybe us—as she pleased, without fear of consequences.”

“But this woman must be a demon!” Porthos exclaimed, holding out his plate for Aramis to carve the fowl.

“And this carte blanche,” D’Artagnan asked, “does it still belong to her?”

“No, it’s in my hands now; though it wasn’t easy, and I won’t pretend otherwise.”

“My dear Athos, I’ve lost track of how many times I owe you my life.”

“So it was to see her that you left us?” Aramis asked.

“Exactly.”

“And you have the letter from the cardinal?” D’Artagnan pressed.

“Here it is,” Athos said, pulling the precious document from his uniform pocket. D’Artagnan unfolded it with trembling hands, making no attempt to hide his anxiety, and read:

“Dec. 3, 1627

“It is by my order and for the good of the state that the bearer of this has done what he has done. “RICHELIEU”

“In fact,” Aramis observed, “it’s a perfect absolution, in legal terms.”

“That paper must be torn up,” D’Artagnan declared, certain he was reading his own death sentence.

“On the contrary,” Athos replied, “it must be kept safe. I wouldn’t trade this paper for a mountain of gold.”

“And what will she do now?” the young man asked.

“Well,” Athos said nonchalantly, “she’ll write to the cardinal, telling him that a damned Musketeer named Athos took her safe-conduct by force. In the letter, she’ll probably ask him to get rid of his two friends, Aramis and Porthos, as well. The cardinal will remember that these are the same men who’ve always stood in his way. Then, one fine morning, he’ll arrest D’Artagnan, and to keep him company, send us to join him in the Bastille.”

“Come on! I think you’re making grim jokes, my friend,” Porthos said.

“I’m not joking,” Athos replied.

“Don’t you think,” Porthos said, “that wringing that Milady’s neck would be a lesser sin than killing these poor Huguenots, whose only crime is singing the psalms in French that we sing in Latin?”

“What does the abbé say?” Athos asked quietly.

“I wholeheartedly agree with Porthos,” Aramis replied.

“And so do I,” D’Artagnan added.

“Luckily, she’s far away,” Porthos said. “I’ll admit she’d worry me if she were here.”

“She worries me in England just as much as in France,” Athos remarked.

“She worries me everywhere,” D’Artagnan echoed.

“But when you had her in your power, why didn’t you drown her, strangle her, or hang her?” Porthos pressed.

“Only the dead never return.”

“Do you really believe that, Porthos?” the Musketeer replied, a sad smile crossing his lips—one that only D’Artagnan seemed to recognize.

“I have an idea,” D’Artagnan said, his eyes lighting up with resolve.

“What is it?” the Musketeers asked, curiosity sparking.

“To arms!” Grimaud shouted. The young men jumped up, grabbing their muskets. This time the approaching troop was twenty to twenty-five men strong; but these were not pioneers—they were soldiers from the garrison.

“Shall we go back to camp?” Porthos asked. “I don’t think the odds are on our side.”

“Impossible, for three reasons,” Athos replied. “First, we haven’t finished breakfast. Second, we still have very important matters to discuss. And third, we have ten minutes left before our hour is up.”

“Well then,” Aramis said, “we need a battle plan.”

“That’s simple,” Athos answered. “As soon as the enemy is within range, we fire. If they keep coming, we fire again. We’ll keep shooting as long as we have loaded guns.”

“If any of the troop are left and try to keep advancing, we’ll let them approach the ditch, then bring down that section of the wall that’s standing by a miracle.”

“Bravo!” exclaimed Porthos. “Without doubt, Athos, you were born to be a general. The cardinal, who considers himself a great soldier, is nothing next to you.”

“Gentlemen,” Athos put in, “let’s focus; each of you, choose your target.”

“I’ve got mine,” said D’Artagnan.

“And I’ve got mine,” Porthos said.

“And I as well,” Aramis added.

“Then fire,” Athos ordered. The four muskets fired at the same time, and four men fell.

The drumbeat sounded and the troop rushed forward at a charge. Shots continued in ragged bursts, but each found a mark. Realizing they were outnumbered, the Rochellais pressed on more quickly. For every three musket shots, at least two fell, but the survivors kept coming. When they reached the foot of the bastion, more than a dozen were still standing. A final volley greeted them, but it didn’t stop their advance; they leapt into the ditch, ready to storm the breach.

“Now, my friends,” Athos urged, “let’s finish this with one blow. To the wall, to the wall!”

The four friends, with Grimaud, pushed against a large section of the wall with their musket barrels. It wobbled as if rocked by wind, then tore free and crashed down into the ditch below. A deafening crash rang out, a cloud of dust rose—and then, silence.

“Have we truly destroyed them all?” Athos asked aloud.

“By my faith, it looks like it!” D’Artagnan replied.

“No,” Porthos said, “look—three or four are limping away.”

Indeed, a handful of bloodied, mud-covered stragglers fled down the path and eventually reached the city.

These were all that remained of the troop. Athos checked his watch. “Gentlemen,” he said, “we’ve been here an hour, and our bet is won. Still, let’s play fair. Plus, D’Artagnan hasn’t shared his idea yet.”

With his usual calm, the Musketeer sat down before what was left of breakfast. “My idea?” D’Artagnan replied.

“Yes, you mentioned you had an idea,” Athos prompted.

“Oh, right,” D’Artagnan said. “I’ll go to England a second time; I’ll find Buckingham.”

“You shall not do that, D’Artagnan,” Athos replied evenly.

“And why not? I’ve been there once before.”

“Yes, but then, we weren’t at war. Buckingham was an ally, not an enemy. What you suggest now would be treason.”

D’Artagnan felt the weight of Athos’s words and fell silent.

“But,” said Porthos, “I think I have an idea too.”

“Quiet for Monsieur Porthos’s idea!” Aramis intervened. “I’ll ask Monsieur de Tréville for leave under some excuse you’ll have to invent; I’m not much good at that. Milady doesn’t know me, so I can approach her without suspicion. Once I’ve got her, I’ll strangle her.”

“Well,” Athos replied, “I won’t completely reject Monsieur Porthos’s idea.”

“For shame!” Aramis exclaimed. “Kill a woman? No, listen to me—I have a better plan.”

“Let’s hear your idea, Aramis,” Athos said, who had great respect for the young Musketeer. “We should warn the queen.”

“Ah, yes!” Porthos and D’Artagnan cried at once. “Now we’re getting somewhere.”

“Warn the queen!” Athos said. “And how would you do that?”

“Do we have any contacts at court? Could we send someone to Paris without being discovered here in camp? It’s one hundred forty leagues from here to Paris; by the time our letter even gets to Angers, we could be locked away.”

“As for delivering a letter safely to Her Majesty,” Aramis said, his cheeks flushing, “I know someone clever in Tours—”

He stopped when he caught Athos smiling. “Well, don’t you like the plan, Athos?” D’Artagnan asked.

“I don’t dismiss it,” Athos replied, “but I must remind Aramis that he can’t leave the camp, and that only one of us can be trusted. Within two hours of our messenger’s leaving, every Capuchin, every policeman, every cardinal’s spy will know your letter by heart, and both you and your clever associate will be arrested.”

“And besides,” Porthos put in, “while the queen might save Monsieur de Buckingham, she wouldn’t give a thought to us.”

“Gentlemen,” D’Artagnan said, “Porthos makes a good argument.”

“Ah, ah!”

“But what’s happening in the city over there?” Athos asked. “They’re beating the general alarm.”

The four friends listened closely, hearing the unmistakable drumbeat. “See, they’re sending an entire regiment against us,” Athos said.

“You don’t think we could fight off a whole regiment, do you?” Porthos replied.

“Why not?” Athos said. “Personally, I’d take them on, if only we’d brought more bottles of wine.”

“By my word, the drum is getting closer,” D’Artagnan observed.

“Let it come,” Athos said. “It’s a fifteen-minute march from here to the city, so we have that long to get back. That’s more than enough time to plan. If we leave this spot, we may never find another so good. Wait! I have it, gentlemen; the right plan has come to me.”

“Let’s have it,” they said.

“First, I’ll give Grimaud his instructions.”

Athos signaled his servant forward.

“Grimaud,” Athos said, gesturing at the corpses along the bastion, “set those gentlemen up against the wall, put their hats on, and give them their guns.”

“Oh, what a great idea!” D’Artagnan exclaimed. “I see what he means now.”

“You see?” Porthos said, raising an eyebrow. “And do you understand, Grimaud?” Aramis added. Grimaud nodded. “That’s what matters,” Athos said. “Now, on to my plan.”

“I’d still like to know,” Porthos put in.

“No need,” Athos replied.

“Yes, yes!”

“It’s Athos’s idea!” Aramis and D’Artagnan chimed together. “This Milady, this woman, this creature, this demon—she has a brother-in-law, D’Artagnan, you said?”

“Yes, I know him well. And I don’t think he likes his sister-in-law much.”

“That works for us, then,” Athos said. “It means we’re in a good position.”

“Still,” Porthos cut in, “I’d like to know what Grimaud is doing.”

“Quiet, Porthos!” Aramis ordered. “What’s her brother-in-law’s name?”

“Lord de Winter.”

“And where is he now?”

“He went back to London as soon as war was declared.”

“Well,




Chapter XLVIII: A Family Affair

Athos coined the term “family affair.” A family affair was outside the cardinal’s scrutiny; it concerned no one else. People could openly deal with a family affair without fearing judgment. Thus, Athos had created the term “family affair.” Aramis had introduced the idea of “the lackeys,” while Porthos identified the means—“the diamond.” D’Artagnan, usually the most resourceful of the four, found himself helpless; just hearing Milady’s name left him immobilized.

Ah, we were mistaken; he had found a buyer for his diamond. The breakfast at M. de Tréville’s was as lively and cheerful as possible. D’Artagnan was already wearing his uniform—being nearly the same size as Aramis, who had been well compensated by the publisher for his poem and could now afford duplicates of everything. He sold his friend a full outfit. D’Artagnan would have been completely content if it weren’t for the constant threat of Milady lurking in the background.

After breakfast, they agreed to meet again that evening at Athos’s lodgings to finalize their plans. D’Artagnan spent the day proudly displaying his Musketeer uniform around the camp. When evening came, the four friends gathered as arranged. Only three issues remained to resolve: what to write to Milady’s brother, what to send to the clever person in Tours, and which lackeys would take the letters. Each man nominated his own lackey. Athos praised Grimaud for his discretion, noting he only spoke when prompted by his master.

Porthos boasted about Mousqueton’s strength, claiming he was more than capable of besting four ordinary men. Aramis, confident in Bazin’s abilities, gave a glowing tribute to his candidate. D’Artagnan, for his part, put all his trust in Planchet’s courage, remembering how well he’d handled the delicate matter at Boulogne. The debate over which of these four virtues deserved the honor lingered, sparking grand speeches that we won’t recount here for fear of their length.

“Unfortunately,” Athos broke in, “the lackey we send should have all four qualities in one.”

“But where could we find such a lackey?”

“Nowhere!” Athos exclaimed. “I know it well, so let’s just take Grimaud.”

“Let’s take Mousqueton.”

“Let’s take Bazin.”

“Let’s take Planchet.”

“Planchet is both brave and clever; that’s only two out of four.”

“Gentlemen,” Aramis interjected, “the real question isn’t which of our four lackeys is the most discreet, the strongest, the cleverest, or the bravest. What truly matters is which one loves money the most.”

“What Aramis says makes perfect sense,” Athos replied. “We should focus on people’s flaws, not their virtues. Monsieur Abbé, you are quite the moralist.”

“Exactly,” Aramis continued, “because we not only need to be well served to succeed, but we need to avoid failure. If things go wrong, it’s not just the lackeys at risk—”

“Softly, Aramis,” Athos cautioned.

“Of course—not for the lackeys,” Aramis went on, “but for the master—for the masters, as we could say. Are our lackeys devoted enough to risk their lives for us? I don’t think so.”

“My faith,” D’Artagnan added, “I’d almost vouch for Planchet.”

“Well, my dear friend, if you add a decent sum to his natural loyalty, you might vouch for him twice over.”

“Good God!

“You’ll be fooled just the same,” Athos remarked, always the optimist about circumstances, yet the pessimist about people. “They’ll promise you everything for money, but once on the road, fear will seize them. If they’re caught, they’ll be cornered; and when pushed to the wall, they’ll confess. We’re not children. To reach England,” Athos lowered his voice, “we have to travel all across France, crawling with spies and agents of the cardinal.”

“We’ll need an embarkation passport, and the man needs to understand English to ask for directions to London. Honestly, I find that rather tricky.”

“Not at all,” D’Artagnan exclaimed, eager to see the plan succeed. “On the contrary, I think it’s quite simple. It would be, certainly, parbleu, if we were writing to Lord de Winter about weighty matters, about the cardinal’s misdeeds—”

“Quiet!” Athos interjected.

“—about political plots and state secrets,” D’Artagnan continued, lowering his tone after Athos’s warning. “Certainly, we’d all end up badly; but remember, Athos, as you yourself stressed, we’re only writing about a family matter. We’re simply asking him to keep Milady from harming us once she’s in London. I’ll draft a letter in those terms.”

“Let’s see it,” Athos demanded, adopting a critical look.

“Monsieur and dear friend—”

“Ah, yes! Dear friend to an Englishman,” Athos cut in drily. “Good beginning! Bravo, D’Artagnan! That word alone would see you quartered instead of broken on the wheel.”

“Well, maybe. I’ll just say Monsieur, then—direct and simple.”

“You might say My Lord,” Athos suggested, always a stickler for decorum. “My Lord, do you remember the little goat pasture at the Luxembourg?”

“Ah, the Luxembourg! Some might even take it as a reference to the queen-mother!”

“That’s clever,” Athos responded. “Let me put it more simply: My Lord, do you remember a certain little enclosure where your life was spared?”

“My dear D’Artagnan, you’ll never make a fine secretary. Where your life was spared! For shame! A man of character never reminds another of favors received. To bring up a past service is to offend.”

“The devil!” D’Artagnan exclaimed. “You’re impossible.”

“If the letter has to be written under your supervision, I’d rather not write it at all,” D’Artagnan declared.

“And you’d be wise. Stick to the musket and the sword, my friend—you’re a natural. But leave the pen to Monsieur Abbé. That’s his specialty.”

“Aye, aye!” Porthos said. “Let Aramis handle it—he’s the one who writes Latin theses.”

“All right,” D’Artagnan replied. “Write this note for us, Aramis; but by the Pope, keep it short, or I’ll cut it down myself.”

“I wouldn’t have it any other way,” Aramis said, full of confidence as every poet is in his own genius. “But I need to be fully informed on the subject first. I’ve heard talk that this sister-in-law was quite the scandal.”

“I have proof by eavesdropping on her conversation with the cardinal.”

“Quiet! Sacré bleu!” Athos burst out. “But,” Aramis continued, “I don’t know the details.”

“And neither do I,” Porthos added.

D’Artagnan and Athos exchanged a long, silent look. After a moment of serious reflection, leaving him paler than before, Athos nodded to D’Artagnan, signaling he was free to speak.

“Here’s what you need to know,” D’Artagnan began. “My lord, your sister-in-law is a ruthless woman who tried to kill you so she could inherit your fortune. She couldn’t marry your brother, because she’s already married in France and was—” D’Artagnan hesitated, searching for the right word, turning to Athos for help.

“Repudiated by her husband,” Athos said.

“Because she had been branded,” D’Artagnan went on.

“Bah!” Porthos exclaimed. “Impossible! Are you saying she wanted her brother-in-law dead?”

“Yes.”

“She was married?” Aramis asked.

“Yes.”

“And her husband found out she had a fleur-de-lis on her shoulder?” Porthos called out.

“Yes.”

Athos had said these three yeses, each with growing sadness.

“And who saw this fleur-de-lis?” Aramis asked.

“D’Artagnan and I. Or to be exact, I and D’Artagnan,” Athos replied.

“And does the husband of this wretched woman still live?” Aramis pressed.

“He still lives.”

“Are you absolutely sure?”

“I am he.”

A moment of ominous silence followed, during which each man reacted in his own way.

“This time,” Athos said, finally breaking the silence, “D’Artagnan’s plan is excellent; we should write the letter immediately.”

“Indeed! You’re right, Athos,” Aramis replied. “It’s a tough assignment. Even the chancellor would have trouble composing such a letter, despite how easily he does official reports. But never mind—I’ll handle it.”

Aramis picked up the quill, thought for a moment, and wrote eight or ten carefully chosen lines in a neat, elegant hand. He read aloud, each word deliberate:

“My Lord, The one writing these lines had the honor of dueling with you in the little enclosure of the Rue d’Enfer. As you have often declared yourself a friend, he deems it his duty to return that friendship by sharing essential information.”

“Twice, you have narrowly escaped becoming a victim of a close relation, whom you mistakenly consider your heir. You do not know that before her English marriage, she was already wed in France. But this time, you may not be so lucky. Your relative left La Rochelle for England in secret. Be on guard for her arrival; she nurses dark and ambitious plans. If you wish to know her for who she is, study the mark on her left shoulder.”

“That will be very effective,” Athos replied. “My dear Aramis, you have the eloquence of a true statesman.”

“Lord de Winter will be watchful if the letter reaches him. Even if it falls into the cardinal’s hands, we won’t be endangered. However, since the lackey may claim he made it to London but only go as far as Châtellerault, let’s give him only half the reward with the letter and promise the rest upon his return with a reply. Do you have the diamond?” Athos asked.

“I have something even better. I have the cash,” D’Artagnan said, tossing a bag on the table. The sound of gold caught Aramis’s attention, and Porthos jumped in surprise.

Athos did not bat an eye. “How much is in the bag?”

“Seven thousand livres, in twelve-franc louis.”

“Seven thousand livres!” Porthos cried. “That tiny diamond was worth seven thousand livres?”

“So it seems,” Athos answered, gesturing at the bag. “I doubt our friend D’Artagnan added anything of his own.”

“But, gentlemen,” D’Artagnan protested, “we’re forgetting about the queen. We must consider her dear Buckingham’s safety. It’s the least we owe her.”

“True,” Athos answered, “but that matter falls to Aramis.”

“Well,” Aramis admitted, blushing a little, “what should I write?”

“Oh, that’s easy!” Athos replied.

“Write a second letter to that clever person in Tours.”

Aramis picked up his pen, paused in thought, then wrote the following lines, reading them out for the others to approve.

“My dear cousin.”

“Ah, I see!” Athos remarked. “So this clever person is your relative?”

“Indeed, a first cousin.”

“Then go on, address it to your cousin!”

Aramis wrote:

“MY DEAR COUSIN, His Eminence the Cardinal, whom God preserve for France’s happiness and our enemies’ ruin, is close to crushing the rebellion in La Rochelle. The English fleet will likely never get close. In fact, I suspect M. de Buckingham will be prevented from leaving at all, due to a major event.”

His Eminence is the greatest statesman of the past, present, and probably the future. He would blot out the sun if it dared to annoy him. Share this excellent news with your sister, my dear cousin. I dreamed that poor Englishman was dead. I can’t remember if it was steel or poison that killed him; all I know is that I dreamed he was dead, and my dreams never fail. So you’ll see me myself very soon.

“Perfect!” exclaimed Athos. “You are truly king of the poets, my dear Aramis.”

“You sound like the Apocalypse, but you’re as exact as the Gospel. Now just address the letter.”

“That’s simple,” Aramis replied. He folded it neatly, took up his pen, and addressed it:

“To Mlle. Michon, seamstress, Tours.”

The three friends exchanged looks and burst out laughing; they’d been caught. “Now,” Aramis went on, “understand, gentlemen, only Bazin can take this letter to Tours. My cousin trusts nobody but Bazin; any other messenger would fail.”

“Besides, Bazin is ambitious and well-schooled. He’s read his history and knows Sixtus V became Pope after tending pigs. Since he’s planning to join the Church with me, he hopes one day to become pope—or at least cardinal. Clearly, a man with such hopes won’t let himself be caught easily. If he is, he’d prefer martyrdom to betraying his cause.”

“Very well,” D’Artagnan agreed, “I’m all for Bazin, but insist on Planchet. Milady once had him thrown out, delivering quite a few blows as well. Planchet has a long memory, and I assure you he’d endure a beating before he’d miss a chance for payback. If your Tours mission is Aramis’s, then the London mission is mine.”

“I suggest Planchet—he’s already traveled to London with me and knows how to speak up: ‘London, sir, if you please, and my master, Lord D’Artagnan.’ He’ll handle both trips smoothly.”

“In that case,” Athos said, “Planchet gets seven hundred livres for the journey there, and seven hundred for the return. Bazin will receive three hundred for his trip and three hundred for coming back. That leaves five thousand livres. We can each take a thousand livres for ourselves and keep a thousand with Monsieur Abbé for special or shared expenses. Does that suit everyone?”

“My dear Athos,” Aramis said, “you speak like Nestor, wisest of all the Greeks.”

“Good, then,” Athos agreed. “Planchet and Bazin shall go. Frankly, I’m glad to keep Grimaud; he’s used to me and my peculiarities. Yesterday must have shaken him up; travelling would unsettle him even more.”

Planchet was called in, and the instructions were laid out. D’Artagnan had already coached him, stressing the money, the glory, and the danger involved.

“I’ll put the letter in my coat lining,” Planchet declared. “If I get caught, I’ll swallow it.”

“That would keep you from finishing the mission,” D’Artagnan replied. “Tonight, give me a copy, which I’ll memorize by morning.”

D’Artagnan looked at his friends, as if to say, “See, I told you so.”

“Now,” he went on, turning to Planchet, “you have eight days to reach Lord de Winter, and eight days to return—sixteen days total. If you’re not back by eight in the evening on the sixteenth day, you’ll get nothing, even if you’re just five minutes late.”

“Then, sir,” Planchet replied, “you’ll have to buy me a watch.”

“Take this,” Athos said, with his usual carefree air, handing over his own watch. “And be cautious. Remember, if you talk, gossip, or get drunk, you risk your master’s life, who trusts you completely and vouches for you.”

“But remember, if D’Artagnan suffers because of you, I’ll track you down wherever you are and gut you,” the Musketeer threatened.

“Oh, monsieur!” Planchet exclaimed, both shamed by the accusation and terrified by the Musketeer’s calm certainty.

“And I,” Porthos added, his big eyes rolling, “will skin you alive.”

“Ah, monsieur!”

“And I,” Aramis continued, his tone gentle and melodious, “will roast you over a slow fire, like a savage.”

“Ah, monsieur!”

Planchet began to cry. It was hard to say if it was from terror at their threats or from the deep loyalty of these friends. D’Artagnan took his hand.

“See, Planchet,” he said, “these gentlemen only speak so out of fondness for me. Underneath, they all like you.”

“Ah, monsieur,” Planchet replied, “I’ll succeed, or let them cut me in quarters. And if I am, not one piece will betray the secret.”

They decided Planchet would leave at eight the next morning. That would give him time to memorize the letter. He’d gain only twelve hours from this arrangement, but promised to return by eight on the sixteenth day.

In the morning, as D’Artagnan mounted his horse, full of affection for the duke, he took Planchet aside. “Listen,” he said, “after you hand the letter to Lord de Winter and he’s read it, also tell him: Watch over his Grace, Lord Buckingham, for someone wants to assassinate him. This is urgent, Planchet, and I haven’t even told my friends I’m entrusting you with this. I wouldn’t put it in writing for a captain’s commission.”

“Have faith, monsieur,” Planchet replied, “I’ll prove I deserve your trust.”

Riding a fine horse, which he’d leave after twenty leagues to use the post, Planchet departed at a gallop. Though slightly weighed down by his triple promise to the Musketeers, he was as light-hearted as possible. Bazin left the next day for Tours, given eight days for his mission. In the absence of both, the four friends kept a careful watch, always alert for any sign of trouble.

They spent their days trying to catch every rumor, watching the cardinal’s moves, and monitoring arrivals of couriers. More than once, they were seized by sudden anxiety when summoned for any surprise errand. They also stayed on the lookout for their own safety; Milady was a shadow which, once seen, left no peace.

On the eighth day, Bazin, as cheerful and smiling as ever, entered the Parpaillot tavern just as the four gathered for breakfast. He announced, as arranged, “Monsieur Aramis, your cousin’s reply.”

The four exchanged a glad look; half their work was done. Admittedly, this was the simpler half. Aramis, blushing despite himself, took the letter. It was written in a large, rough hand, with little care for spelling.

“Good heavens!” he exclaimed, laughing. “My poor Michon will never write like Monsieur de Voiture.”

“What do you mean ‘poor Michon’?” asked the Swiss, who had been chatting with the four at breakfast when the letter arrived.

“Oh, pardieu, it’s nothing at all,” Aramis replied. “Just a charming seamstress I care for, and from whom I asked a keepsake note.”

“The devil!” the Swiss exclaimed. “If she’s as grand a lady as her handwriting suggests, you are lucky, friend!”

Aramis read the letter, then handed it to Athos. “See what she wrote, Athos,” he said.

Athos glanced over it and, to ease all suspicions, read aloud:

“MY COUSIN, My sister and I know how to interpret dreams, and we even fear them; but regarding yours, I hope it will turn out that every dream is only an illusion. Farewell! Take care of yourself, and behave so that we may hear from you sometimes.”

“MARIE MICHON”

“And what is this dream?” asked the dragoon, who had joined the group during the reading.

“Yes, what’s the dream?” echoed the Swiss.

“Well, pardieu!” Aramis answered, “simply this: I had a dream, and I shared it with her.”

“Yes, yes,” the Swiss said, “that’s easy to claim, but I never dream.”

“You are fortunate,” Athos replied as he got up. “I wish I could say the same!”

“Never,” the Swiss replied, delighted that a man like Athos might envy him in anything. “Never, never!”

As Athos stood, D’Artagnan did the same, took his arm, and the two men left together. Porthos and Aramis stayed to put up with the jokes of the dragoon and Swiss. Meanwhile, Bazin lay down on a bundle of straw; having more imagination than the Swiss, he dreamed that Aramis, after becoming pope, crowned himself with a cardinal’s hat.

However, as mentioned, Bazin’s fortunate return only eased part of the unease weighing on the four friends. The waiting days dragged by, and D’Artagnan, especially, felt as if each day lasted forty-four




Chapter L: A Conversation Between Brother and Sister

While Lord de Winter took his time shutting the door, closing a shutter, and pulling a chair closer to his sister-in-law’s armchair, Milady sat in anxious contemplation. Her mind raced through the possibilities as she began to piece together the plan that had eluded her as long as she remained unaware of whose hands she had fallen into.

She considered her brother-in-law a worthy gentleman—a bold hunter, an intrepid gambler, and a charming man with women. Still, he was hardly known for his cunning in intrigues. How had he learned of her arrival and orchestrated her capture? Why was he keeping her here? Athos had let slip some words indicating her conversation with the cardinal had reached other ears, but she couldn’t believe he had orchestrated a counterplot so swiftly and boldly. Instead, she feared her earlier actions in England might have been uncovered. Buckingham could have suspected she was behind the removal of the two studs and sought revenge for that small betrayal. However, Buckingham was not the type to go to extremes against a woman, especially one he believed had acted out of jealousy.

This assumption seemed entirely reasonable. It was clear to her that they sought to avenge the past rather than anticipate the future. In any case, she considered herself fortunate to have fallen into the hands of her brother-in-law, whom she believed she could manage easily, rather than face an openly clever adversary.

“Yes, let’s chat, brother,” she said, her tone bright, determined to glean the insights she wanted from the conversation, no matter what deception Lord de Winter might use. “So, you’ve decided to return to England,” she continued, “despite how many times you vowed in Paris never to set foot on British soil again?”

Milady answered his question with another. “First, tell me,” she said, “how have you managed to watch me so closely that you knew not only of my arrival but the exact day, hour, and port where I would arrive?”

Lord de Winter mirrored Milady’s tactics, convinced that if his sister-in-law employed them, they must be effective.

“But tell me, my dear sister,” he replied, “what brings you to England?”

“I’ve come to see you,” Milady said, unaware of how much her answer fueled the suspicions sparked by D’Artagnan’s letter in her brother-in-law’s mind. She only hoped to win his favor with her words.

“Ah, to see me?” de Winter replied, a sly smile creeping across his face. “Of course, to see me. What’s so surprising about that?”

“And you had no other reason for coming to England besides visiting me?”

“No.”

“So it was just for me that you took the trouble to cross the Channel?”

“For you alone.”

“Goodness! What affection, my sister!”

“But am I not your closest relative?” Milady asked, her voice dripping with feigned innocence.

“And I believe I’m your only heir, am I not?” Lord de Winter countered, locking his gaze on hers.

Despite her usual composure, Milady couldn’t suppress a flinch at Lord de Winter’s words. As he placed his hand on his sister’s arm, he noticed her reaction. The blow had struck deeply. Her first thought was that Kitty had betrayed her, revealing the scorn she had carelessly shown toward the baron in front of her servant. She also recalled the reckless outburst she had aimed at D’Artagnan for sparing her brother’s life.

“I don’t understand, my Lord,” she said, stalling for time and trying to force her adversary to clarify his intentions. “What do you mean?”

“Is there some hidden meaning behind your words?”

“Oh, my God, no!” Lord de Winter replied, his tone light and friendly. “You wished to see me, and you come to England. I sense this desire—rather, I suspect it. To spare you the hassle of arriving at night and the exhaustion of landing, I sent one of my officers to meet you. I arranged for a carriage to bring you here to this castle, where I serve as governor. I come here daily, and to fulfill our shared wish to see each other, I’ve prepared a chamber for you. What could be more surprising in all that I’ve said than what you’ve just told me?”

“No, what I find astonishing is that you anticipated my arrival.”

“And yet, my dear sister, that’s the simplest thing in the world. Did you not notice that when your little vessel entered the harbor, the captain sent a small boat ahead to request permission to dock, carrying his logbook and the list of his passengers? I am the commandant of the port.”

They brought me that book, and I recognized your name in it. My heart confirmed what your words have just revealed—that is, the reason you’ve risked so perilous a sea, or at least the inconveniences it poses right now. I sent my cutter to meet you. You know the rest.

Milady sensed that Lord de Winter was lying, and her anxiety grew. “My brother,” she continued, “was that not Lord Buckingham I saw on the jetty this evening when we arrived?”

“Indeed, it was him. I can understand how the sight of him affected you,” replied Lord de Winter.

“You come from a country where he must be a constant topic of conversation, and I know that your friend the cardinal is quite preoccupied with his military preparations against France.”

“My friend the cardinal!” Milady exclaimed, realizing that Lord de Winter knew about this as well.

“Is he not your friend?” the baron replied casually. “Ah, my mistake! I assumed as much. But let’s return to my Lord Duke soon. For now, let’s continue with the sentimental direction our conversation was taking. You say you came to see me?”

“Yes.”

“Then I assure you, I will cater to your every desire, and we will see each other every day.”

“Am I to stay here forever?” Milady asked, a note of fear entering her voice.

“Are you feeling uncomfortable, sister? Ask for anything you desire, and I’ll see that you have it.”

“But I have neither my ladies-in-waiting nor my servants.”

“You shall have everything you need, madame. Just tell me how your household was managed by your first husband, and although I am only your brother-in-law, I’ll set up something similar for you.”

“My first husband!” Milady exclaimed, her eyes wide with shock as she turned to Lord de Winter.

“Yes, your French husband. I’m not talking about my brother. If you’ve forgotten, since he is still alive, I can write to him, and he’ll supply me with the details.”

A cold sweat broke out on Milady’s brow.

“You jest!” she replied, her voice hollow.

“Do I look like I’m joking?” the baron asked, standing up and taking a step back.

“Or perhaps you’re insulting me,” she went on, pressing her stiffened hands against the arms of her easy chair and lifting herself up on her wrists.

“I insult you?” Lord de Winter retorted, his tone thick with contempt. “Do you really believe that’s possible, madame?”

“Indeed, sir,” Milady shot back. “You must be either drunk or mad. Leave this room and send me a woman.”

“Women can be quite indiscreet, my sister.”

“Can I not serve you as a waiting maid? That way, all our secrets will stay within the family.”

“Insolent!” Milady cried, and, as if propelled by a spring, she sprang toward the baron, who faced her, arms crossed, one hand on his sword. “Come!” he said. “I know you’re used to assassinating people, but let me warn you, I will defend myself, even against you.”

“You’re right,” Milady replied. “You certainly seem cowardly enough to raise your hand against a woman.”

“Perhaps so, but I have my reasons. I doubt I’d be the first man to lay a hand on you,” he replied.

With a slow, accusatory gesture, the baron pointed to Milady’s left shoulder, almost touching it with his finger. Milady gasped inwardly, shrinking back into a corner of the room like a panther ready to pounce.

“Oh, snarl all you want,” Lord de Winter exclaimed, “but don’t even think about biting. I assure you, it would be to your disadvantage. There are no magistrates here to manage inheritances ahead of time, nor is there a knight-errant waiting to challenge me for the fair lady I hold captive. Instead, I have judges standing by who will quickly deal with a woman as shameless as you—slipping into the bed of my brother, Lord de Winter, a bigamist. And let me warn you, those judges will soon send you to an executioner who will make sure both your shoulders look the same.”

Milady’s eyes flashed so intensely that, despite being a man armed before an unarmed woman, he felt a chill of fear pass over him. Even so, he pressed on, his tone growing more passionate. “I know perfectly well that after inheriting my brother’s fortune, it would be quite tempting for you to become my heir as well. But know this: if you kill me or plot my death, I’ve made arrangements. Not a penny of my wealth will ever come into your hands.”

Were you not already wealthy enough—nearly a million to your name? Could you not end your destructive ways, if not for the sheer, twisted pleasure you seem to get from them? Remember, if my brother’s memory wasn’t sacred to me, you’d rot in a dungeon or be put on display at Tyburn. I will stay silent, but you must endure your captivity in silence. In about fifteen or twenty days, I’ll leave for La Rochelle with the army; but, on the eve of my departure, a ship will take you away to our southern colonies. And be warned: you’ll be accompanied by someone who will not hesitate to end your life at the first sign that you are trying to return to England or the Continent.

Milady listened intently, her furious eyes wide with focus.

“Yes, for now,” Lord de Winter continued, “you will remain here in this castle. The walls are thick, the doors sturdy, and the bars secure. Your window faces the sea. My loyal crew, sworn to me with their lives, are guarding all the passages to the courtyard. Even if you made it that far, you’d still face three iron gates to get through. The order is clear: anything you do or say that looks like an escape attempt, and you will be shot on sight.”

“If they kill you, English justice will owe me a favor for saving it the trouble. Ah! I see your expression returning to calm, your face regaining its confidence. You’re thinking: ‘Fifteen days, twenty days? Impossible! I have a creative mind; surely, before that, I’ll find a way.’”

“I possess an infernal spirit. I will soon meet with a victim. Within fifteen days, I shall be gone from here.” Ah, try it!”

Milady, realizing her thoughts were exposed, dug her nails into her flesh to suppress any emotion that could betray her, leaving only a mask of suffering on her face. Lord de Winter went on, “The officer in command during my absence is a man you already know. I am sure you noticed how well he follows orders—after all, I doubt you traveled from Portsmouth without trying to get him to talk. What do you think of him?”

Could a marble statue have been more unmoved and silent? You have already used your seductive powers on many men, and, regretfully, you have always triumphed. But I give you permission to try your charms on this one. Pardieu! If you succeed with him, I will declare you the very embodiment of temptation.”

He walked to the door and flung it open. “Call Mr. Felton,” he ordered. “Just wait a moment longer, and I’ll introduce him to you.”

A strange silence settled between them as the sound of a slow, steady step approached.

Soon, a figure appeared in the shadows of the corridor, and the young lieutenant, whom we already know, paused at the threshold for the baron’s orders. “Come in, my dear John,” Lord de Winter said, gesturing for him to enter and close the door behind him.

The young officer stepped inside. “Now,” the baron continued, “take a good look at this woman. She is young, beautiful, and has all the allure in the world. Yet, beneath that exterior lies a monster—at just twenty-five, she has committed more crimes than one could read about in a year’s worth of our court records. Her voice sways her listeners; her beauty entraps her victims; and, I must admit, her body keeps the promises she makes.”

She will try to seduce you, and perhaps even try to kill you. I have pulled you from the depths of misery, Felton; I have helped you rise to the rank of lieutenant. I once saved your life, and you know the occasion well. I am more than your protector; I am your friend, not simply a benefactor but a father. This woman has returned to England to plot against me. I have this serpent in my grasp. So I call upon you, and I say: Friend Felton, John, my child, guard me—and more importantly, guard yourself—against her.

“Swear, by your hopes of salvation, to keep her safe for the punishment she deserves. John Felton, I trust your word! John Felton, I place my faith in your loyalty!”

“My Lord,” the young officer replied, summoning all the hatred he could muster, “I swear, everything will be done as you wish.”

Milady accepted his gaze like a resigned victim; it would be hard to imagine a more submissive or gentle expression than the one on her beautiful face. Even Lord de Winter could hardly recognize the tigress who had looked ready to fight just moments before. “She is not to leave this room, understand, John,” the baron continued. “She must have no correspondence with anyone; she is to speak to no one but you—if you’ll do her the honor of addressing her.”

“That is sufficient, my Lord!”

“I have sworn.”

“And now, madame, make your peace with God, for you have been judged by men!”

Milady let her head drop, as if crushed by the weight of this sentence. Lord de Winter left, motioning for Felton to follow him, and shut the door behind them. Moments later, the heavy footsteps of a sentinel echoed in the corridor—his axe at his side and musket slung over his shoulder. Milady remained as she was for several minutes, convinced they might be watching her through the keyhole. Slowly, she lifted her head, once again wearing a mask of menace and defiance. She hurried to the door to listen, looked out the window, then returned to her armchair, lost in thought.




Chapter LI: Officer

Meanwhile, the cardinal anxiously awaited news from England, but each report he received was filled with annoyance and threats.

Although La Rochelle was under siege, the prospect of a swift victory seemed unlikely. Thanks to the precautions taken—especially the construction of a dyke that prevented any vessels from entering the besieged city—the blockade could drag on for quite some time. This was a significant embarrassment for the king’s army and a substantial inconvenience for the cardinal. While he no longer needed to involve Louis XIII. with Anne of Austria—since that affair had ended—he still needed to manage the issues surrounding M. de Bassompierre, who was in conflict with the Duc d’Angoulême. As for Monsieur, who had started the siege, he left finishing it to the cardinal. Despite the mayor’s strong resolve, the city had attempted a sort of uprising in an attempt to surrender, leading the mayor to execute the rebels.

The execution silenced the dissenters, who decided to let themselves starve—believing this death was slower and less certain than strangulation. Meanwhile, the besiegers occasionally captured messengers sent by the Rochellais to Buckingham, as well as the spies that Buckingham sent to the Rochellais. In either case, the trial was quick. The cardinal would simply declare, “Hanged!” The king was then invited to attend the execution. He would arrive with a languid air, making sure to observe every detail. This spectacle sometimes entertained him, helping him endure the siege with some patience; however, it did little to relieve his steady boredom or his frequent complaints about wanting to return to Paris. Had the messengers and spies failed, the cardinal, for all his ingenuity, would have found himself in a difficult spot.

Nevertheless, time marched on, and the Rochellais held fast. The last spy captured carried a letter to Buckingham that conveyed a desperate message. It informed him that the city was about to collapse; but instead of saying, “If your help does not come within fifteen days, we will surrender,” it simply said, “If your aid doesn’t come within fifteen days, we will all be dead from hunger by the time it arrives.”

The Rochellais had pinned all their hopes on Buckingham. He was their deliverer. It was clear that if they learned for certain that they could no longer count on him, their courage would fade with their hope. The cardinal, therefore, waited on news from England with mounting impatience, eager for proof that Buckingham would not come.

The question of whether to take the city by assault had been a frequent topic of debate in the king’s council, but it was always dismissed. For one, La Rochelle seemed impregnable. Moreover, the cardinal, despite his public statements, understood that the prospect of bloodshed in a conflict where Frenchmen would fight one another would undo sixty years of his policies. At that time, the cardinal was what we would now call a progressive.

In fact, the sacking of La Rochelle and the massacre of the three or four thousand Huguenots who would let themselves be killed would bring back painful memories of St. Bartholomew’s Day in 1572. Above all, this drastic measure—which the king, devout Catholic as he was, did not entirely oppose—always collapsed in the face of the besieging generals’ argument: La Rochelle will fall only through famine. The cardinal could not shake his fear of his formidable emissary, for he recognized the complex nature of this woman, who could be as cunning as a serpent and as fierce as a lion.

Had she betrayed him? Was she dead? He knew her well enough to understand that, whether acting as a friend or an enemy, she would not remain still without overwhelming obstacles. But where did those obstacles come from? That was something he could not discover. Still, he had reason to consider Milady. In the past, he had learned dark truths about her, secrets that only his red robes could hide. Deep down, he sensed that she belonged to him alone; she could rely on no one else for the strength to face whatever dangers threatened her.

He resolved to wage the war on his own, seeking no success except what he could win by himself, like someone hoping for a stroke of luck. He pressed on with the construction of the famous dyke meant to starve La Rochelle. As he did, he looked out at that besieged city, filled with both deep suffering and remarkable courage. Remembering the words of Louis XI., his political ancestor, and knowing he would one day be followed by Robespierre, he quoted Tristan’s maxim: “Divide in order to reign.”

When Henry IV. besieged Paris, he had loaves and provisions thrown over the walls. The cardinal, too, sent notes over, urging the people of La Rochelle to recognize the unjust, selfish, and harsh behavior of their leaders. These men, who had ample grain, would not share it with the people. They lived by a chilling idea—that it did not matter if women, children, and the elderly died, as long as the men defending the walls remained strong. Until then, whether out of loyalty or an inability to resist, this view had not really taken hold, but it was slowly moving from theory into practice. However, the cardinal’s notes began to chip away at that principle.

These were stark reminders to the men that the children, women, and elderly who were dying were actually their own sons, wives, and fathers. It would be more just for everyone to share the common misery, since equal hardship could make for unanimous decisions. These notes had the intended effect, prompting many townspeople to start private negotiations with the royal army.

But just as the cardinal began to see his plan bearing fruit and congratulated himself on his cleverness, someone from La Rochelle managed to slip past the royal lines—no small feat given the constant vigilance of Bassompierre, Schomberg, and the Duc d’Angoulême, all under the cardinal’s watchful eye. This resident of La Rochelle, arriving from Portsmouth, brought news of a grand fleet ready to set sail in eight days. Buckingham also wrote the mayor that the great league was finally ready to declare itself against France, and that the kingdom would soon be invaded by English, Imperial, and Spanish forces.

This letter was read aloud throughout the city, and copies were posted on street corners. Even those who had started negotiations broke them off abruptly, choosing to wait for the promised help with renewed hope.

This sudden turn of events revived Richelieu’s old anxieties, pushing him, despite himself, to look once more across the sea. Meanwhile, free from the worries of their real leader, the royal army flourished in a spirit of joy, with no lack of provisions or funds in their camp. The different corps competed in daring and high spirits. Capturing spies and hanging them, making wild expeditions by sea or over the dike, hatching wild plots and carrying them out with cool courage—these were the amusements that made the days fly by for the soldiers, while they dragged interminably for the Rochellais, beset by hunger and fear, and even for the cardinal, who was slowly tightening the circle.

At times, as the cardinal rode through the camp, always mounted like the humblest gendarme, he would glance thoughtfully at the slow work on the fortifications. Engineers from every part of France were working under his orders, yet their efforts seemed to lag behind his ambition. If he happened upon a Musketeer from Tréville’s company, he would stop and study him carefully. Not recognizing him as one of the famous four, he would shift his sharp gaze and dark thoughts elsewhere.

One day, overwhelmed by profound mental fatigue, devoid of hope in the negotiations with the city and with no news from England, the cardinal set out with no particular aim, accompanied only by Cahusac and La Houdinière. They wandered along the beach, seeking comfort in the fresh air.

Blending the immensity of his dreams with the vastness of the sea, he arrived, his horse treading slowly, at the top of a hill. From this vantage point, he saw




Chapter LIV: Captivity - The Third Day

Felton had succumbed, but there remained one more step. He had to be kept near, or rather, left entirely alone. Milady only had a vague sense of how to bring this about. More was needed. She needed him to speak, so she could answer—for Milady understood her greatest weapon was her voice, which effortlessly ranged from human speech to heavenly language. Even so, Milady knew she might fail; Felton had been warned—he was ready for even the subtlest attempt at manipulation. From that point on, she analyzed his every move and word, from the faintest glance to the smallest gesture—even his slightest sigh.

In short, she plunged into her task like an expert actor studying for a new role. Dealing with Lord de Winter made her approach clearer; she had laid her plan the previous night. Her intention was to be silent and dignified in his presence, provoking him here and there with feigned disdain or a scornful word. She wanted to drive him to threaten and rage, to create a striking contrast with her own calm. Felton would witness it all; if he did not speak, he would observe.

When day broke, Felton visited as usual, but Milady let him prepare breakfast without uttering a word. As he was about to leave, she hoped he might finally say something. But his lips only moved, and with a supreme effort he swallowed the words and left.

At noon, Lord de Winter appeared. It was a mild winter day; a feeble ray of the pale English sun—more bright than warm—filtered through the barred window. Milady gazed outside, pretending not to hear the door.

“Ah, ah!” Lord de Winter exclaimed, “Having played at comedy and tragedy, are we now indulging in melancholy?”

The prisoner stayed silent.

“Yes, yes,” he went on, “I know. You would love to be free on that shore! You would savor being on a fine ship, bouncing atop the emerald-green sea! On land or ocean, you would love to lay one of those crafty ambushes you are so talented at devising. Patience! In four days, the shore will be under your feet and the sea in front of you—wide open, perhaps more than you’d like, for in four days, England will be rid of you.”

Milady folded her hands, casting her beautiful eyes toward heaven. “Lord, Lord,” she uttered, with angelic meekness, “forgive this man as I forgive him myself.”

“Yes, pray, you cursed woman!” declared the baron. “Your prayer is all the more generous for coming from one who, let me assure you, is at the mercy of a man who will never forgive you!” With that, he stormed out. As he left, a piercing glance flickered through the door nearly shut, and she saw Felton, who quickly slipped aside. Then, she knelt and began to pray.

“My God, my God!” she cried, “You know the sacred cause for which I endure; give me the strength to bear it.” The door opened very quietly, and the beautiful supplicant seemed not to notice. With tears in her voice, she went on, “God of vengeance! God of goodness! Will You allow this dreadful man’s plans to succeed?”

Only then did she seem to notice Felton’s approach. Rising quickly, she blushed as if embarrassed to be caught kneeling. “I do not wish to disrupt anyone’s prayers, madame,” Felton said earnestly. “Please, let me not disturb you.”

“How do you know I was praying, sir?” Milady replied, her voice trembling with emotion. “You are mistaken; I was not praying.”

“Do you think, madame,” Felton replied in his serious tone, which softened slightly, “that I would ever presume to interrupt someone humbling themselves before their Maker? God forbid!

“Besides, repentance belongs to the guilty; whatever their crimes, to me, the guilty are sacred before God!”

“Guilty? Me?” Milady replied, with a disarming smile that could melt even the angel of judgment. “Guilty? Oh, my God, You know whether I am guilty! If you want to call me condemned, do so, but understand that God, who loves martyrs, sometimes lets the innocent be condemned.”

“Whether you are condemned, innocent, or a martyr,” Felton replied, “the need for prayer only grows greater—I would gladly pray for you.”

“Oh, you are a just man!” Milady exclaimed, throwing herself at his feet. “I can stand this no longer, I fear that when my trial comes, I won’t have the strength to bear it or to confess my faith. Hear the plea of a desperate woman. You might be the one misled, sir, but that is not my concern. I beg you for one kindness; do this, and I will bless you in this life and the next.”

“Speak to my master, madame,” Felton answered. “I am not the judge to pardon or punish. That is for someone far above me, as Providence commands.”

“To you—no, to you alone! Listen to me. Don’t add to my ruin, don’t increase my shame!”

“If you have brought this disgrace on yourself, madame, you must accept it as a sacrifice to God.”

“What do you mean? Oh, you don’t understand! When I speak of disgrace, you think I mean punishment—imprisonment or death. If only! What do those mean to me?”

“Now I am the one who does not understand, madame,” Felton answered.

“Or rather, you pretend not to, sir!” the prisoner said, a skeptical smile on her lips.

“No, madame, on my honor as a soldier, on my Christian faith, I truly do not.”

“What? You do not know Lord de Winter’s purpose for me?”

“I do not.”

“Impossible; you are his confidant!”

“I never lie, madame.”

“Oh, he is too open about his plans for you not to know them.”

“I try to infer nothing, madame; I wait until I am told. Other than what Lord de Winter has said in your presence, he has told me nothing.”

“Then,” Milady exclaimed, sounding genuinely distraught, “you are not his accomplice. You don’t realize he is planning a shame upon me worse than any punishment this world can offer?”

“You are mistaken, madame,” Felton said, blushing deeply. “Lord de Winter would never commit such a crime.”

“Good,” Milady thought to herself. “Without even knowing the details, he calls it a crime!” Aloud, she continued, “The friend of that villain is capable of anything.”

“Who do you mean by that villain?” Felton asked, growing tense. “Is there really any doubt who in England could deserve that name?”

“You mean George Villiers?” Felton asked, now intent.

“The man whom pagans and infidels call the Duke of Buckingham,” Milady replied. “I never thought I would meet an Englishman who needed so many hints to know who I meant.”

“The hand of the Lord is upon him,” Felton said. “He will not escape what is coming to him.”

Felton’s words matched the contempt all English people felt for the duke, whom even Catholics called the extortioner, the plunderer, and the debauchee, while Puritans simply called him Satan. “Oh, my God, my God!” Milady cried. “When I pray for this man’s punishment, know that I am pleading not for my revenge, but for the deliverance of a whole nation!”

“So you know him, then?” Felton inquired.

“At last, he questions me!” Milady thought, thrilled at such progress. “Know him? Yes, yes!

“To my sorrow, to my everlasting sorrow!” Milady cried, wringing her arms in true anguish. Felton’s heart began to waver. He started moving toward the door, but Milady sprang before him, blocking his way with her eyes.

“Sir,” she pleaded, “please, be merciful, and listen to my request! That knife the baron confiscated, knowing full well how I would use it! Hear me! Just give me that knife for a moment, by your mercy, by your pity! I’ll even kneel to you! Please, close the door so you can be sure I cannot harm you! My God! To you—the only just, good, and compassionate soul I have ever met! To you—my possible savior! Grant me just one minute with that knife, one minute, and I swear I’ll return it to you through the door grating. Only one minute, Mr. Felton, and you will save my honor!”

“To kill yourself?” Felton cried, utterly alarmed, forgetting to free his hands from the prisoner’s grasp. “To kill yourself?”

“I have told my secret, sir,” Milady murmured in a broken tone, sinking to the ground. “I have confessed everything! God, I am lost!”

Felton stood unmoving, uncertain. “He still doubts,” Milady thought, “I haven’t been convincing enough.”

Footsteps sounded in the corridor; Milady recognized Lord de Winter’s stride. Felton recognized it too and turned to the door.

Milady sprang to him. “Oh, not a word,” she insisted softly and urgently. “Not a single word to that man, or I am lost. It would be you—you—” As the steps drew closer, fear seized her; she pressed her delicate hand to Felton’s mouth in panic. He gently pushed it aside, and she slumped into a chair. Lord de Winter passed without stopping, his footfalls fading away.

Felton, white as death, stood a moment, listening for any sound. The moment the noise disappeared, he released a heavy breath, as if waking from a trance, and rushed out.

“Ah!” Milady said, listening closely to Felton’s footsteps, which moved away from Lord de Winter’s direction. “Now you are mine!”

Then her face clouded.

“If he betrays me to the baron,” she said, “I am finished—for the baron, knowing I won’t kill myself, will confront me with a knife and see through my act.”

She faced the mirror, studying herself; never had she looked more beautiful. “Yes,” she said with a smile, “but we shan’t tell him!”

That evening, Lord de Winter joined her for supper. “Sir,” Milady said, “must you keep torturing me with your presence? Could you not spare me this extra torment?”

“How, dear sister!” Lord de Winter replied. “Was it not you, with that lovely and today so cruel mouth, who claimed you came to England just to see me at your leisure? You said the deprivation was so great you risked everything for it—seasickness, storms, captivity? So here I am; enjoy it.

“Besides, this time, my visit has a purpose.”

Milady shuddered; she feared Felton had revealed everything. Perhaps never before had this woman, so accustomed to overpowering emotions, felt her heart pound so fiercely. She remained seated, and Lord de Winter pulled a chair close, taking a folded paper from his pocket. “See,” he said, “I want you to look at your passport. This will be the rule for the life I leave you with.”

Casting a glance from Milady to the paper, he read: “‘Order to conduct—’ The name is blank,” he paused. “If you have a preference, let me know. As long as it’s not within a thousand leagues of London, I’ll see it honored. Let me begin again:

“‘Order to conduct—Charlotte Backson, marked by the justice of the French kingdom, released after punishment. She will remain in the specified place, never traveling more than three leagues from there. If she tries to escape, the penalty is death. She will receive five shillings a day for living expenses.’”

“That order means nothing to me,” Milady replied coldly, “since it is not my name.”

“A name?”

“Do you have one, then?”

“I carry your brother’s name.”

“Oh, you’re mistaken. My brother is only your second husband; your first still lives. Tell me his name, and I will replace Charlotte Backson’s with his. No? Not speaking?”

“Well, then, Charlotte Backson you are.”

Milady fell silent—not from pretense, but terror. She feared the order was ready to be acted on. She believed Lord de Winter had hastened her departure and braced for the possibility it would be this very night. For a second, her mind went wild—until she noticed the order was not signed. She was so relieved she could not hide it.

“Yes, yes,” Lord de Winter observed, seeing the change. “You’re looking for the signature, telling yourself, ‘All is not lost; there’s no signature.’”

“It’s just to scare me, then?”

“You’re wrong. Tomorrow, this order goes to the Duke of Buckingham. The next day, it returns, signed and sealed by him. Within twenty-four hours, it will be carried out. Farewell, madame. That is all I needed to say.”

“And I reply, sir, that this misuse of power—this exile under a fake name—is infamous!”

“Would you prefer to be hanged under your real name, Milady? You know the English laws do not spare those who abuse marriage.”

“Go ahead. Even though my name—or my brother’s name—might be dragged through this, I am prepared to face the public scandal to escape you.”

Milady said nothing, her features losing all color until she looked like a corpse. “Ah, you would rather wander. That’s good. ‘Travel completes our education,’ as they say. You’re right; life is sweet—so sweet that I intend to guard my own from you.

All that remains is the five shillings. I suppose you think I’m a bit miserly? Well, I don’t want you bribing your guards. Besides, you still have your charms—try them, if Felton hasn’t made you give up such schemes.”

“Felton hasn’t spoken,” Milady thought. “So, nothing is lost.”

“And now, madame, until next time!

“Tomorrow, I will come to announce the messenger’s departure.”

Lord de Winter rose, gave her a sarcastic bow, and left. Milady breathed out, feeling a wave of relief. She had four days before her—time enough to finish seducing Felton. Yet a fear struck her: what if Lord de Winter made Felton himself carry the order to the Duke of Buckingham?

If that happened, Felton would get away—ruining everything. Only uninterrupted enchantment could ensure success. However, something comforted her: Felton had stayed silent. To avoid giving Lord de Winter any clue, she sat calmly at the table and ate. Then she, as the night before, knelt and prayed aloud. The sentinel again paused to listen.

Soon after, she heard lighter footsteps than the sentinel’s coming from the end of the corridor, stopping at her door. “It is he,” she murmured. She began the same religious chant that had moved Felton the previous night. Her voice—sweet, rich, and full—carried all the power of harmony and feeling, yet the door stayed shut.

Still, Milady thought in one of her discreet glances toward the grating, she saw the young man’s passionate eyes through the slot. Whether it was true or only her imagination, he showed the self-control this time not to enter.

But moments after her song ended, Milady thought she heard a deep sigh. Then the same slow, regretful footsteps faded away.




Chapter LV: Captivity - The Fourth Day

The next day, when Felton entered Milady’s room, he found her standing on a chair, holding a cord made of twisted cambric handkerchiefs with knots at each end. As he entered, Milady jumped lightly down, trying to hide her makeshift rope behind her. Felton looked unusually pale, and his red-rimmed eyes betrayed a sleepless night.

Nevertheless, his face was even more severe than usual. He approached Milady slowly, as she sat down, and pointing to the rope she had carelessly—or perhaps deliberately—left visible, he asked coldly, “What is this, madame?”

“That? It’s nothing,” Milady replied, forcing a smile tinged with that pained expression she had perfected. “Boredom is a prisoner’s worst enemy; I got bored and amused myself twisting that.”

Felton glanced at the section of wall where he’d seen Milady standing in the chair. Above her, he noticed a gilt-headed screw set into the wall, meant for hanging clothes or weapons. He flinched slightly, but though Milady kept her gaze lowered, she noticed. Nothing escaped her.

“What were you doing in that chair?” he demanded.

“What does it matter?” she replied indifferently.

“But I want to know,” Felton insisted.

“Do not interrogate me,” she said, her voice tense. “You know that our faith forbids us to lie.”

“Very well,” Felton said, “let me say what you were about to do. You were preparing to act on the deadly plan you cling to. Remember, madame, if God forbids lying, He condemns suicide even more firmly.”

“When the Almighty sees one of His creatures wrongfully persecuted, forced to choose between death and dishonor, believe me, sir,” Milady answered fervently, “He pardons suicide, because in that moment, it is martyrdom.”

“You speak either too much or too little—speak plainly, in heaven’s name.”

“Shall I recount my sorrows only for you to brush them off as stories? Shall I confide my plans, only for you to betray them to my enemy? No, sir. Besides, what does my life or death matter to you? Are you not only charged with guarding my body? So long as you deliver a corpse they can recognize, they will ask nothing more. In fact, you may get double pay.”

“Me, madame? You think I would ever take money for your death? Oh, you cannot believe that!” Felton cried in disbelief.

“Leave me to act as I will, Felton, leave me to act as I will,” Milady said, her spirits rising. “Every soldier must have ambition, yes? You are a lieutenant? Then you can follow me to death as a captain!”

“What have I done to you,” Felton asked, upset, “that you would burden me before God and man with such a responsibility? In a few days, you will leave here; your life, madame, will be out of my keeping, and,” he sighed, “then you may do as you will with it.”

“So,” Milady burst out, unable to hide her sense of injustice, “you, pious and just, ask only that you not be drawn into or troubled by my death!”

“My duty is to protect your life, madame, and I will.”

“But do you understand what your mission is? Cruel enough if I am guilty—but what name would you give it, what would the Lord call it, if I am innocent?”

“I am a soldier, madame; I have my orders.”

“Do you think at the Last Judgment, God will distinguish between blind executioners and wicked judges? You refuse to let me die by my own hand—yet you serve as the agent of the man who dooms my soul.”

“But once again, I assure you,” Felton replied, visibly shaken, “no harm will come to you—I would vouch for Lord de Winter just as for myself.”

“Fool,” Milady retorted, “what man dares answer for another, when even the holiest men hesitate to answer for their own souls? You side with the strong and the lucky, crushing the weak and the suffering.”

“Impossible, madame, impossible,” Felton murmured, her words striking deep.

“A prisoner, you will not win your freedom through me; living, you will not lose your life through me.”

“Yes,” Milady cried, “but I shall lose what is even dearer than life—my honor, Felton. And it is you, you alone, whom I hold responsible, before God and man, for my shame and disgrace.”

Now, even through his outwardly unbreakable resolve, Felton could not resist the mysterious influence gathering inside him. To see this woman, so beautiful, dazzling as a vision, to witness her move from despair to fierce defiance—it was too much for a dreamer; too much for a




Chapter LVI: Captivity - The Fifth Day

Milady had, however, achieved a partial victory, and her success only strengthened her resolve. It was not difficult to ensnare those who were quick to surrender to temptation, especially when the refined education of the court led them easily into her web. With her striking beauty, Milady encountered little resistance of the flesh, and her cunning allowed her to navigate the intricacies of the mind with ease. But this time, she faced a new challenge: a man shaped by a harsh existence, hardened and resolute through strict discipline. Felton, molded by his religious beliefs and rigorous practices, was impervious to common seductions. Within his lofty mind brewed grand ambitions and tumultuous plans, leaving no space for fleeting or material desires—those sentiments that flourish in idleness or decay in corruption.

Milady had, in fact, created a rift through her pretended virtue in the eyes of a man who already had strong prejudices against her, and by her beauty, she had captured the heart of one who had previously remained chaste and pure. Essentially, she had explored motives that were previously unknown to her, experimenting on the most resistant subject that nature and religion could present. Yet, throughout the evening, she found herself battling despair about her fate and her worth. While she did not call upon God, she firmly believed in the power of evil—a tremendous force that governed every detail of human existence, much like the Arabian fable where a single pomegranate seed could restore a shattered world.

Milady, fully prepared for Felton’s arrival, was ready to set her plans in motion for the coming day. She understood she had only two days left; once the order was signed by Buckingham—and he would be more likely to sign it since it bore a false name, preventing him from recognizing the woman involved—once this order was signed, the baron would force her to embark immediately. She was keenly aware that women condemned to exile wield far less potent weapons in their seductions than a woman who pretends virtue, whose beauty shines under society’s gaze, whose style is admired by fashion, and who is adorned with the allure of aristocracy.

To be a woman condemned to a painful and disgraceful punishment does not make one less beautiful, but it certainly makes regaining power more difficult. Like all truly ambitious individuals, Milady understood what matched her nature and her means. Poverty was abhorrent to her; disgrace stripped away most of her greatness. Milady was only a queen among other queens. The satisfaction of her pride was vital to her sense of power. To command those she considered inferior was more a humiliation than a pleasure for her.

She was certain she would return from her exile—she did not doubt it for a moment. But how long would that exile last? For someone as active and ambitious as Milady, days spent in inaction felt like a curse. What word could express the loss of days spent in decline? To lose a year, two, or even three, seemed like forever; to return only after the death or downfall of the cardinal was unbearable. The idea of coming back when D’Artagnan and his friends, victorious and celebrated, had finally received their well-deserved rewards from the queen tormented her just as much. These thoughts consumed her, and a woman like Milady could not bear them.

Moreover, the storm in her heart drove her even harder. She felt as though she could tear down her prison’s walls if only her body matched her mind in strength. What pushed her deeper into this turmoil was the memory of the cardinal. What must that suspicious, restless, and watchful man think of her silence? He was not just her sole support and protector at present; he was also the keeper of her future fortune and her revenge. She knew him well enough to realize that, when she returned from a failed mission, it would be pointless to describe her imprisonment or detail her sufferings. The cardinal would answer with the skeptical calm of a man armed with both power and intellect: “You should not have allowed yourself to be taken.”

Steeling herself, Milady whispered Felton’s name in her soul—he was her only hope in the hell that surrounded her. Like a serpent coiling and uncoiling to test its strength, she wrapped Felton in the intricate web of her thoughts. Nevertheless, time slipped by; the hours seemed to wake the clock as they passed, and each chime of its brass hammer echoed in the prisoner’s heart.

At nine o’clock, Lord de Winter made his regular visit. He inspected the window and its bars, tested the floor and walls, and checked the chimney and doors. Throughout this careful inspection, neither he nor Milady spoke a word. They both understood that things had grown too serious for small talk or useless anger. “Well,” said the baron as he left, “you will not escape tonight!”

At ten o’clock, Felton arrived to take his post. Milady recognized his footsteps, now familiar to her as a beloved’s would be. Yet, at the same time, she felt deep disdain for this weak fanatic. This was not the hour they had agreed upon. Felton did not come in. Two hours later, as the clock struck midnight, the sentinel was relieved.

This time it was the right hour, and from then Milady waited impatiently. The new sentinel started his patrol in the corridor. After ten minutes, Felton arrived. Milady listened intently.

“Listen,” the young man said to the sentinel. “Under no circumstances are you to leave your post. Remember, last night my Lord punished a soldier for leaving, even though I took his place during his absence.”

“Yes, I know,” the soldier replied.

“I advise you to keep the strictest watch,” Felton said. “As for me, I’m going to pay this woman a second visit. I fear she harbors desperate intentions toward her own life, and I’ve been ordered to watch her closely.”

“Good!” Milady murmured. “The austere Puritan lies.”

The soldier simply smiled. “Zounds, Lieutenant! You’re lucky to have such duties, especially if my lord let you check her bed.”

Felton blushed. In other circumstances, he would have chastised the soldier for such levity, but his conscience weighed too heavily for him to speak. “If I call, come,” he said. “If anyone comes, let me know.”

“I will, Lieutenant,” the soldier replied.

Felton entered Milady’s room. She rose to greet him. “You’re here!” she exclaimed.

“I promised I would come,” Felton replied, “and here I am.”

“You made me another promise.”

“What do you mean?” asked the young man, his self-control faltering as his knees shook and sweat formed on his brow.

“You promised to bring me a knife and leave it with me after our meeting.”

“Let’s not talk about that, madame,” Felton said sternly. “No situation, however grave, can justify a creature of God taking their own life.”

“I have reflected, and I cannot, must not, be guilty of such a sin.”

“Ah, you have reflected!” the prisoner replied, sinking into her armchair with a disdainful smile. “I have also reflected.”

“On what?”

“That I have nothing to say to a man who does not keep his word.”

“Oh, my God!” Felton murmured.

“You may leave,” Milady said. “I will not speak with you.”

“Here is the knife,” Felton said, producing the weapon from his pocket—the very one he had promised, yet hesitating to hand it over.

“Let me see it,” Milady demanded. “For what purpose?”

“On my honor, I will return it to you immediately. You can place it on that table, and you may stand between it and me.”

Felton handed the weapon to Milady, who studied its blade carefully, testing the point against her fingertip.

“Well,” she said, handing the knife back to the young officer, “this is fine steel. You are a true friend, Felton.”

Felton accepted it and placed it on the table, just as he had promised. Milady watched him closely, a satisfied smile on her lips. “Now,” she continued, “listen carefully.”

The request was hardly necessary. The young officer stood before her, eager and intent, as if ready to absorb every word.

“Felton,” Milady said, her voice heavy with sadness, “imagine your own sister, your father’s daughter, is speaking to you.

While still young and, regrettably, attractive, I found myself ensnared. I tried to resist. Traps and violence surrounded me, but I held firm. The faith I followed and the God I loved were mocked when I called upon them, but I still resisted. Then, as the wrongs done to me increased, and my spirit did not break, they sought to degrade my body forever. Finally—

Milady paused, a bitter smile flickering over her lips.

“Finally,” Felton said, “what did they do?”

“One evening, my enemy decided to conquer the resistance he couldn’t overcome. He poured a powerful drug into my water. As soon as I finished my meal, I felt myself sinking gradually into a strange stupor. Even though I suspected nothing, a vague dread came over me, and I fought the growing sleepiness. I tried to get up, to go to the window and call for help, but my legs wouldn’t obey me. It felt like the ceiling was coming down to crush me. I stretched out my arms and tried to speak, but only strange sounds came out. Faintness overtook me. I leaned against a chair, still aware that I was about to collapse, but I didn’t have the strength to hold myself up. I sank first onto one knee, then the other. I wanted to pray, but my tongue was frozen. God, no doubt, neither saw nor heard me, and I slipped down to the floor, falling into a sleep that felt like death. Of all that happened during that sleep, or the time that passed, I remember nothing. The only thing I recall is waking up in a round room, beautifully furnished, with light shining only through an opening in the ceiling. There was no door; the room could only be called a magnificent prison.

It took me a long time to realize where I was, or to grasp the details I’m relating to you. My mind struggled to shake off the darkness of that sleep. I had vague memories of the journey, the rocking of a carriage, a nightmare that drained me. Yet, all of it felt so murky and uncertain it seemed to belong to another life, intertwined with my own in some strange duality.

Sometimes, the oddness of my state made me wonder if I was still dreaming. I rose, trembling. My clothes were nearby on a chair; I didn’t remember undressing or going to bed.

Slowly, the reality of my situation broke over me—a blend of pure dread and confusion. I was no longer in my own home. Judging by the sun’s position, I saw the day was already two-thirds over. I had fallen asleep the night before—so I must have slept for a full twenty-four hours! What had happened while I was unconscious? I hurried to dress, but was so slow and stiff that I realized the drug still affected me.

The room was clearly made for a woman’s comfort, meeting all the desires of the most fastidious coquette. “Perhaps I wasn’t the first captive in that luxurious cell, but you understand, Felton, that the more splendid the prison, the greater my fear. “Yes, it was a prison since I could not escape. I tapped the walls, searching for a hidden door, but every surface echoed back, unyielding. “I circled that room at least twenty times looking for a way out, but there was none. Exhausted by fear and frustration, I collapsed into an armchair.

Night came quickly, intensifying my fear. I wondered if I should just remain where I was. It felt like hidden dangers surrounded me, ready to close in at any moment. I had eaten nothing since the previous evening, but terror dulled any hunger.

No sound from outside marked the passing time; I could only guess it was around seven or eight o’clock, since it was October and darkness had fallen. Suddenly, a door creaked on its hinges.

A globe of light hovered above the glass opening in the ceiling, illuminating my room. To my horror, I saw a man only a few steps away. In the center of the room, a table magically appeared, set for two, with supper ready to be served. This was the man who had pursued me for a whole year, who had sworn to disgrace me—and by his first words, I knew he had succeeded the night before.

“Scoundrel!” Felton muttered.

“Oh, yes, scoundrel!” Milady cried, seeing the intense focus of the young officer, whose soul seemed to hang on her every word. “Oh yes, scoundrel! He thought triumphing over me in sleep finished his victory.”

He came, hoping I would accept my shame, which was now complete. He came to offer his fortune for my love. “I hurled all my contempt and the sharpest words from a woman’s heart at him. He seemed used to such attacks, for he listened with calm and a smile, arms crossed. When I was finished, he stepped closer. In panic, I rushed to the table, seized a knife, and pressed it to my chest. ‘Take one more step,’ I warned, ‘and you’ll have my death on your conscience as well as my dishonor.’

Something in my eyes, my voice, my whole being—my gesture, tone, posture—must have convinced even the heartless, for he hesitated. ‘Your death?’ he scoffed, ‘You are far too enchanting for me to let go so easily, especially after enjoying your company even once.’

“Farewell, my charmer; I’ll wait to visit you again when your mood improves.”

With those words, he blew a whistle, and the lamp that lit the room rose and vanished. In a moment, I was completely in darkness. I heard a door creak and shut moments later; then the glowing globe returned, and I found myself alone. It was terrifying; if I’d had any doubts about my situation, they vanished. I was at the mercy of a man I despised and hated—a man capable of anything, who had already shown his capacity for evil.

“But who was this man?” Felton asked.

I spent the night sitting on a chair, starting at every sound—for at midnight the light went out suddenly, plunging me into darkness again. But the night passed with no further attempt from my tormentor. When morning came, the table had vanished, and I was left only with my knife. “This knife is my only hope.” I was exhausted; fatigue overwhelmed me, and I was burning with sleeplessness. I hadn’t dared shut my eyes for even a minute. Daylight brought a bit of comfort. I collapsed onto the bed, still clinging to the knife I hid beneath my pillow.

When I awoke, a fresh meal was waiting. Despite terror and agony, hunger began to take over; it had been nearly two days since I had eaten last. I ate some bread and fruit, but remembering the drugged water, I dared not touch the drink provided. Instead, I drew water from a marble fountain set above my dressing table.

Yet, despite these precautions, I stayed anxious for hours. However, nothing happened; my fears were unfounded.

I made sure to empty part of the carafe so my suspicion would not be noticed. As evening came, darkness covered my cell, but my eyes adjusted. I saw the table descend through the floor, and fifteen minutes later it reappeared with my supper. Suddenly, the lamp lit my chamber again.

I resolved to eat only what could not have been drugged—two eggs and some fruit. Afterwards, I filled another glass with water from the protected fountain and drank.

At the very first sip, I noticed the taste was different from that morning. Suspicion struck me. I stopped, but I had already drunk half a glass. I threw away the rest, frightened, and waited, beads of sweat on my brow. Surely, some observer had seen me draw water from the fountain and had seized the chance to work my ruin so coldly and cruelly.

Within half an hour, the same symptoms returned. Since I had only drunk half a glass, I struggled against the drowsiness. Instead of fully falling asleep, I entered a stupor that let me sense what was happening but left me too weak to defend myself or escape.

“I struggled toward the bed, seeking my only protection—the knife. But I couldn’t reach the bolster. I slipped to my knees, clutching a bedpost, certain I was doomed.”

Felton turned pale, a convulsive tremor shaking his whole body.

“The most horrifying part,” Milady continued, her voice shifting as if she were reliving the terror, “was that I knew perfectly well the danger over me; it was as if my soul woke inside my sleeping body. I saw and heard everything. It all seemed like a dream, but was no less terrifying. I watched the lamp rise, leaving me in the dark, heard the door creak open a third time, even though I had only seen it open twice. I instinctively felt someone come closer; they say a doomed victim in the American wilderness can sense the snake’s approach in the same way.”

“I tried to call out, to move. With incredible will, I even managed to raise myself before collapsing again, falling straight into the arms of my tormentor.”

“Tell me who this man was!” the young officer cried.

Milady saw what pain her tale caused Felton, but spared him nothing. The deeper she pressed into his heart, the more certain she was he would take vengeance for her. So she continued, as if she hadn’t heard his exclamation or felt the time for revelation hadn’t come. “But this time, I was no longer a lifeless body, powerless; I was aware. I struggled fiercely, and though weak, the fight must have been hard, for I heard him exclaim, ‘These miserable Puritans! I knew they could wear down their executioners, never thought they’d resist their lovers so!’

Alas, I couldn’t struggle long. My strength gave out at last; it wasn’t sleep that left the coward victorious, but my fainting.”

Felton listened in silence, anguish etched on his face. Sweat streamed down his forehead, his hand clutching at his chest beneath his coat.

“My first thought, regaining consciousness, was to reach under my pillow for the knife I’d failed to grab. If not for defense, perhaps it could offer some redemption. But as I picked it up, Felton, a nightmare struck me. I have sworn to reveal everything; I must be honest, even to my own condemnation.”

“You thought of revenge?” Felton cried.

“Yes,” Milady answered. “I knew such a thought was unworthy of a Christian, but assuredly, that eternal enemy of our souls—the prowling lion—whispered it to me.”

“In short, what shall I say, Felton?” Milady went on, with the air of someone confessing to a crime. “This thought came and would not leave me; it is for this homicidal idea that I now suffer.”

“Go on, go on!” Felton encouraged, unable to hide his interest. “I want to see your vengeance accomplished!”

“Oh, I resolved it would occur as soon as I could. I had no doubt he would return the following night. During the day, I felt no fear. So when breakfast came, I didn’t hesitate to eat and drink. I planned to pretend to dine at night, but to truly eat nothing.”

I was forced to rely on the remains of breakfast to sustain myself through the evening’s fast. I managed to hide a glass of water, since thirst was my worst torment during my forty-eight hours without food or drink. The day passed, confirming my plan. I was careful to conceal my true thoughts, knowing I was watched constantly. More than once, I felt a smile on my lips. Felton, I hesitate to say what inspired that smile; you would recoil.

“Go on! Go on!” Felton cried. “You see I am listening—tell me everything.”

Evening came. As always, supper was brought in the dark, the lamp lit, and I sat at the table. I ate only fruit, pretended to pour water from the pitcher while secretly sipping from the glass I’d saved. I acted so naturally that no spy could have suspected anything. After supper, I showed the same signs of fatigue as before. This time, whether resigned or growing used to danger, I dragged myself to my bed, let my robe fall away, and lay




Chapter LVIII: Escape

As Lord de Winter suspected, Milady’s wound was not life-threatening. The moment she was alone with the woman the baron had summoned, she opened her eyes. However, she knew it was essential to feign weakness and pain—a task that came easily to such a skilled actress as Milady.

Thus, the poor woman was completely deceived by the prisoner, whom she stubbornly watched all night despite her own instincts. Yet, the presence of this woman did not hinder Milady’s thoughts. There was no longer any doubt that Felton was convinced; he was hers. If an angel were to appear before that young man as an accuser of Milady, he would, in his current state of mind, perceive it as a messenger sent by the devil. Milady smiled at this notion, for Felton had become her sole hope—her only means of safety. However, Lord de Winter might suspect him; Felton himself could now be under surveillance!

Around four o’clock in the morning, the doctor arrived. Yet, by the time he reached Milady, the wound she had inflicted upon herself had already begun to close. As a result, he could neither determine its direction nor assess its depth. He could only reassure himself, by checking her pulse, that her condition was not serious.

In the morning, Milady, claiming she hadn’t slept well and needed rest, sent away her attendant. She held onto one hope: that Felton would appear at breakfast. But he did not come. Were her fears coming true? Was Felton, now suspected by the baron, about to abandon her at this critical moment?

She had only one day left. Lord de Winter had announced her departure for the twenty-third, and now it was the morning of the twenty-second. Still, she waited patiently until dinner time. Despite having eaten nothing that morning, the meal was served at its usual hour. As Milady sat down, she noticed with growing dread that the uniforms of the soldiers guarding her had changed. Gathering her courage, she dared to ask what had happened to Felton.

She was informed that he had departed the castle an hour earlier on horseback. She asked whether the baron was still at the castle. The soldier confirmed that he was and mentioned that the baron had instructed him to notify him if the prisoner wished to speak. Milady responded that she was feeling too weak at the moment and that all she wanted was to be left alone. The soldier exited, leaving the dinner laid out. Felton was dismissed.

The marines were withdrawn, leaving Felton under a cloud of mistrust. This was the final blow to the prisoner. Alone now, she rose from the bed that she had clung to out of caution, hoping they would believe she was seriously injured. The mattress felt like a bed of flames beneath her. She glanced at the door; the baron had had a plank nailed over the grating.

He undoubtedly feared that this opportunity might allow her to corrupt her guards through some diabolical means. Milady smiled with joy; she was now free to express her exhilaration without being watched. She paced her chamber with the fervor of a raging maniac or a tigress trapped in an iron cage. Indeed, if she had possessed a knife at that moment, her thoughts would not have turned to self-destruction, but rather to the murder of the baron. At six o’clock, Lord de Winter entered the room.

He was armed to the teeth. The man whom Milady had previously regarded as merely a simple gentleman had transformed into a formidable jailer. He seemed to foresee everything, to intuit every thought, to anticipate every move. A single glance at Milady revealed all that was stirring in her mind. “Ah!” he said, “I understand; but you won’t kill me today. You have no weapon left, and besides, I am on my guard.”

You had begun to corrupt my poor Felton. He was succumbing to your insidious influence, but I will save him. He will never see you again; it’s all over. Pack your things. Tomorrow, you will leave. I had planned for your departure on the twenty-fourth, but I’ve realized that the sooner this happens, the more certain it will be.

Tomorrow, by noon, I will have the order for your exile signed by Buckingham. If you utter a single word to anyone before boarding the ship, my sergeant will blow your brains out—he has strict orders to do so. Once on the ship, if you speak to anyone before the captain allows it, the captain will have you thrown overboard. That is the agreement. “Au revoir,” then; that’s all I have to say for today.

“Tomorrow, I will see you again to take my leave.” With those words, the baron exited. Milady listened to his menacing tirade, a disdainful smile on her lips but rage simmering in her heart. Supper was served, and she sensed she would need all her strength. She couldn’t predict what might unfold during the approaching night, which loomed ominously—thick clouds rolled across the sky, and distant lightning hinted at an impending storm. The tempest finally broke around ten o’clock.

Milady found solace in witnessing nature mirror the turmoil within her heart. The thunder rumbled overhead, echoing the passion and anger swirling in her thoughts. It felt as if the wind, sweeping through the trees, tousled her hair just as it bent the branches and stripped away their leaves. She howled in unison with the hurricane, her voice swallowed by the overwhelming roar of nature, which too seemed to groan in despair. Suddenly, she heard a tap at her window, and in a flash of lightning, she glimpsed a man’s face behind the bars. Without hesitation, she rushed to the window and flung it open.

“Felton!” she cried. “I’m saved!”

“Yes,” Felton replied, “but we must be quiet. I need time to file through these bars. Just make sure I’m not seen through the wicket.”

“Oh, it’s a sign that the Lord is on our side, Felton,” Milady said. “They’ve covered the grating with a board.”

“That’s good; God has made them blind,” Felton remarked. “But what should I do?” Milady asked.

“Nothing, nothing—just shut the window. Go to bed, or at least lie down in your clothes. As soon as I’m finished, I’ll knock on one of the panes. But will you be able to follow me?”

“Oh, yes!”

“What about your wound?”

“It hurts, but it won’t stop me from walking.”

“Then be ready at the first signal.”

Milady closed the window, extinguished the lamp, and lay down on the bed as Felton had instructed. Amid the howling storm, she heard the grinding of the file against the bars, and with each flash of lightning, she caught glimpses of Felton’s shadow through the panes. She spent an agonizing hour, breathless and trembling, a cold sweat beading on her brow, her heart gripped by terror at every sound echoing in the corridor.

There are hours that feel like years. When the hour finally came to an end, Felton tapped once more. Milady leaped out of bed and opened the window. With two bars removed, there was just enough space for a man to slip through. “Are you ready?” Felton asked. “Yes.”

“Must I bring anything with me?”

“Just money, if you have any.”

“Yes, fortunately they left me with all I had.”

“That’s good to hear, as I’ve spent all mine on chartering a vessel.”

“Here!” Milady said, handing a bag full of louis to Felton. He took the bag and tossed it to the foot of the wall. “Now,” he asked, “are you ready to go?”

“I’m ready.”

Milady climbed onto a chair and leaned out of the window. Below, she saw the young officer suspended over the abyss by a ladder of ropes. For the first time, a wave of terror washed over her, reminding her that she was, indeed, a woman. The dark void below filled her with fear.

“I expected this,” Felton said.

“It’s nothing, it’s nothing!” Milady replied. “I’ll descend with my eyes shut.”

“Do you have confidence in me?” Felton asked.

“You really need to ask that?”

“Put your hands together. Cross them; that’s right!”

Felton secured her wrists with his handkerchief, then bound them with a cord over the fabric. “What are you doing?” Milady asked, her surprise evident.

“Wrap your arms around my neck, and don’t be afraid.”

“But I might make you lose your balance, and we could both fall to our doom.”

“Trust me. I’m a sailor.”

There was no time to waste. Milady wrapped her arms around Felton’s neck and let herself slip out of the window. He began to descend the ladder slowly, step by step. Despite the weight of their two bodies, the force of the hurricane rattled them in the air. Suddenly, Felton came to a halt.

“What’s the matter?” Milady asked.

“Silence,” Felton replied. “I hear footsteps.”

“We’ve been discovered!”

A tense silence stretched for several seconds. “No,” Felton said, “it’s nothing.”

“But what’s making that noise?”

“It’s just the patrol on their rounds.”

“Where are they headed?”

“Right below us.”

“They’ll find us!”

“No, not if it stays dark.”

“But they’ll bump into the bottom of the ladder.”

“Fortunately, it’s six feet short.”

“Here they come! My God!”

“Silence!”

They both hung there, motionless and breathless, just twenty paces from the ground, as the patrol passed beneath them, laughing and chatting. It was a harrowing moment for the fugitives. The patrol moved on.

The sound of their retreating footsteps and the murmur of their voices soon faded into silence. “Now,” Felton said, “we’re safe.”

Milady let out a deep sigh and fainted. Felton continued his descent. Near the bottom of the ladder, when he could find no more support for his feet, he clung on with his hands. Finally, reaching the last step, he let himself hang by the strength of his wrists before dropping to the ground. He bent down, picked up the bag of money, and clamped it between his teeth. Then, he lifted Milady into his arms and set off briskly in the opposite direction of the patrol.

He soon left the patrol path, descended the rocky terrain, and, upon reaching the edge of the sea, whistled. A similar signal answered him, and five minutes later, a boat appeared, rowed by four men. The boat approached as close to the shore as it could, but the water was too shallow for it to touch land. Felton waded into the sea up to his waist, unwilling to entrust his precious burden to anyone else. Fortunately, the storm was beginning to subside, though the sea remained choppy. The little boat bobbed over the waves like a nutshell.

“To the sloop,” Felton urged, “and row quickly.”

The four men strained at their oars, but the choppy sea made it difficult to gain any traction. Still, they left the castle behind—that was the most important thing. The night was pitch black, rendering the shore nearly invisible from the boat; this meant they were less likely to be spotted from the land. A dark shape bobbed on the water—that was the sloop.

As the boat surged forward, propelled by the strength of its four rowers, Felton untied the cord and then the handkerchief binding Milady’s hands. Once her hands were free, he splashed some seawater over her face. Milady sighed and slowly opened her eyes. “Where am I?” she asked. “You’re safe!” replied the young officer. “Oh, saved! Saved!” she exclaimed, her relief palpable.

“Yes, there’s the sky; here’s the sea! The air I breathe is the air of liberty! Ah, thank you, Felton, thank you!”

The young man pulled her close to his heart. “But what’s wrong with my hands?” Milady asked. “It feels as if my wrists have been crushed in a vice.”

She extended her arms, revealing her bruised wrists. “Alas!” Felton exclaimed, gazing at her beautiful hands and shaking his head in sorrow. “Oh, it’s nothing, nothing!” Milady insisted.

“I remember now.”

Milady glanced around, as if searching for something. “It’s right there,” Felton said, nudging the bag of money with his foot. They approached the sloop, and a sailor on watch called out to the boat; it responded in kind.

“What vessel is that?” Milady inquired.

“The one I’ve hired for you,” Felton replied.

“Where will it take me?”

“Wherever you wish, after you’ve dropped me off at Portsmouth.”

“What do you plan to do in Portsmouth?” Milady asked.

“Accomplish the orders of Lord de Winter,” Felton said, a gloomy smile crossing his face.

“What orders?” Milady inquired.

“You don’t understand?” Felton replied, his brow furrowing.

“No; please explain,” she urged.

“As he mistrusted me, he decided to guard you himself and sent me in his place to persuade Buckingham to sign the order for your transportation.”

“But if he mistrusted you, how could he entrust such an order to you?”

“How was I to know what I was carrying?”

“That’s true! And you’re heading to Portsmouth?”

“I can’t waste any time. Tomorrow is the twenty-third, and Buckingham sets sail with his fleet.”

“He sets sail tomorrow!”

“Where to?”

“To La Rochelle.”

“He doesn’t need to sail!” Milady exclaimed, momentarily losing her usual composure. “Rest assured,” Felton replied, “he will not set sail.”

Milady’s heart leaped with joy. She could see the truth written plainly on this young man’s face—the death of Buckingham was evident in his eyes. “Felton,” she exclaimed, “you are as great as Judas Maccabeus! If you die, I will die with you; that’s all I can promise you.”

“Quiet!” Felton snapped. “We’re here.”

Indeed, they had reached the sloop. Felton climbed the ladder first and extended his hand to Milady, while the sailors helped her aboard, for the sea was still quite turbulent.

An instant later, they stood on the deck. “Captain,” Felton said, “this is the person I told you about, and you must ensure she reaches France safely.”

“For a thousand pistoles,” the captain replied. “I’ve already received five hundred from you.”

“That’s right,” the captain continued. “And here are the other five hundred,” Milady said, placing her hand on the bag of gold.

“No,” the captain countered. “I only make one bargain, and I’ve agreed with this young man that the remaining five hundred won’t be due until we arrive in Boulogne.”

“And will we make it there?”

“Safe and sound, as surely as my name is Jack Butler.”

“Well,” Milady said, “if you keep your word, I’ll give you a thousand pistoles instead of five hundred.”

“Hurrah for you, my beautiful lady!” the captain exclaimed. “May God bless me with more passengers like you!”

“Meanwhile,” Felton interjected, “take me to the little bay we discussed. You know it was agreed you would stop there.”

The captain responded by issuing the necessary orders, and by seven o’clock that morning, the small vessel dropped anchor in the designated bay. During the journey, Felton shared everything with Milady—how, instead of heading to London, he had chartered the vessel; how he had returned; how he had scaled the wall by wedging cramps into the crevices of the stones for footholds; and how, upon reaching the bars, he secured his ladder.

Milady understood the situation all too well. On her part, she attempted to encourage Felton in his endeavor, but from the moment she spoke, it was clear that the young fanatic needed more restraint than motivation. They agreed that Milady would wait for Felton until ten o’clock; if he hadn’t returned by then, she would set sail. In that event, assuming he was free, he was to meet her in France at the convent of the Carmelites in Béthune.




Chapter LIX: What Took Place At Portsmouth August 23, 1628

Felton bid farewell to Milady as a brother might to a sister before leaving for what seemed a simple walk, gently kissing her hand.

His whole demeanor displayed a calm that seemed ordinary, yet there was a strange fire in his eyes, reminiscent of a fever. His brow was paler than usual, his teeth were clenched, and his speech had a terse, dry tone that hinted at something dark within him. As long as he remained in the boat that took him to the shore, he kept his gaze fixed on Milady, who stood on the deck, watching him intently. Neither feared pursuit; no one entered Milady’s rooms before nine o’clock, and traveling from the castle to London would take three hours.

Felton jumped ashore, climbed the small slope leading to the top of the cliff, offered Milady a final salute, and headed for the city. After a hundred paces, the ground sloped down, and he could see only the sloop’s mast in the distance. He quickly made his way to Portsmouth, which appeared hazily before him, its houses and towers just emerging through the morning mist.

Beyond Portsmouth, the sea was dotted with ships whose masts swayed like a forest of leafless poplars in winter, bowing with each gust of wind. As Felton walked with purpose, he mentally recalled all the charges against the favorite of James I and Charles I, reflecting on the conclusions drawn from two years with the Puritans and long hours of meditation.

When he weighed the public crimes of this minister—so dramatic that they affected all of Europe—against the private, little-known offenses Milady had attributed to him, Felton decided that the more culpable of the two aspects of Buckingham was the one whose life was hidden from the public. His strange, intense love for Milady clouded his view, making her notorious and even imagined accusations seem monstrous, as if magnified by a glass, while the simple truth shrank into insignificance.

His hurried pace made his blood race, and the thought of leaving behind the woman he loved—whom he revered as a saint—exposed to a dreadful vengeance, overwhelmed him even more. Fatigue and overwhelming emotion combined to lift his mind to a state beyond ordinary human experience.

He reached Portsmouth at about eight in the morning. The streets were busy; everyone was up and about, drums echoed through the harbor, and troops were marching toward the water, ready to embark. Felton arrived at the Admiralty Palace, covered in dust and sweat. His normally pale face was flushed with the heat and his urgent errand.

A guard tried to stop him, but Felton quickly addressed the officer on duty. Taking a letter from his pocket, he stated, “A pressing message from Lord de Winter.”

At the mention of Lord de Winter, a close associate of his Grace, the officer commanded the sentinel to let Felton pass. Furthermore, Felton wore a naval officer’s uniform, which helped clear the way for him. He rushed inside the palace.

Just as Felton entered the vestibule, another man came in behind him—dirty and breathless. He left a post horse at the gate, which collapsed to its knees upon arrival. Both men reached Patrick, the duke’s trusted servant, at the same time. Felton announced himself as Lord de Winter, while the stranger refused to give his name, insisting he would speak only to the duke. Both were eager to get in first.

Patrick, knowing Lord de Winter’s high standing with the duke and their friendship, decided to admit him first. The other man had to wait, and his expression betrayed how bitterly he resented the delay.

The valet led Felton through a large hall, where deputies from La Rochelle waited, headed by the Prince de Soubise. He then brought Felton to a small room where Buckingham, just out of his bath, was carefully finishing his grooming—a process to which he always paid great attention.

“Lieutenant Felton, from Lord de Winter,” Patrick announced.

“From Lord de Winter!” repeated Buckingham, now interested. “Bring him in.”

Felton entered. At that moment, Buckingham tossed a splendid gold-embroidered robe onto a couch, getting ready to put on a blue velvet doublet studded with pearls.

“Why didn’t the baron come himself?” Buckingham asked. “I was expecting him this morning.”

“He begs your Grace to forgive him,” Felton answered, “but he must keep a guard at the castle.”

“I understand,” said Buckingham. “He has a prisoner.”

“It’s about that prisoner that I wish to speak with your Grace,” Felton said.

“Well then, speak!”

“What I have to say about her can only be heard by you, my Lord!”

“Leave us, Patrick,” said Buckingham. “But remain close enough to hear the bell. I’ll call for you shortly.”

Patrick left. “We’re alone now, sir,” Buckingham said. “Speak.”

“My Lord,” Felton began, “the Baron de Winter wrote to you lately, asking you to sign an order for the embarkation of a young woman named Charlotte Backson.”

“Yes, I remember,” the duke replied. “I told him to bring or send me the order, and I would sign it.”

“Here it is, my Lord.”

“Hand it over,” the duke said. Taking the document from Felton, he quickly read it. Recognizing it as what he had expected, he laid it on the table, picked up a pen, and began to sign.

“Excuse me, my Lord,” said Felton, stopping the duke’s hand. “Does your Grace know that Charlotte Backson is not the young woman’s real name?”

“Yes, I know it,” the duke replied, dipping the quill into the ink.

“Then your Grace knows her real name?” Felton pressed, staring intently.

“I know it,” the duke said, putting the pen to paper. Felton turned pale. “So, knowing this, my Lord,” Felton said, “will you still sign the order?”

“Of course,” said Buckingham. “And I would sign it twice if needed.”

“I can’t believe,” Felton continued, with a voice that was getting sharper and harsher, “that your Grace knows that this concerns Milady de Winter.”

“I am perfectly aware,” said Buckingham, surprised that Felton knew as much.

“And will your Grace sign that order without regret?”

Buckingham looked at him with contempt. “Do you realize, sir, that you are asking me some rather unusual questions, and that I am foolish to answer them?”

“Please answer, my Lord,” Felton insisted. “This is more serious than you think.”

Buckingham paused, considering that as Felton came from Lord de Winter, he probably spoke for him. He seemed to relax a bit. “Without regret,” he said. “The baron knows, as I do, that Milady de Winter is a very guilty woman, and it is rather lenient to reduce her penalty to




Chapter LXI: The Carmelite Convent At Béthune

Great criminals seem destined to overcome all obstacles and evade every danger, until the moment when a weary Providence decrees the inevitable end of their wicked fortunes. Such was the case with Milady. She evaded the ships of both nations and arrived at Boulogne without incident. When she landed at Portsmouth, she was an Englishwoman fleeing French persecution from La Rochelle; upon arriving in Boulogne, after a two-day voyage, she presented herself as a Frenchwoman persecuted by the English due to their animosity toward France. Milady possessed the best passport of all—her beauty, noble bearing, and the generosity with which she spent her pistoles.

Thanks to the charming smile and gallant manners of an old port governor, who kissed her hand, she was spared the usual formalities. She lingered in Boulogne only long enough to post a letter, which read as follows:

“To His Eminence Monseigneur the Cardinal Richelieu, in his camp before La Rochelle.

“MONSEIGNEUR, Let your Eminence be reassured. His Grace the Duke of Buckingham will not be coming to France.

“MILADY DE ——

“BOULOGNE, evening of the twenty-fifth.

P.S.—As your Eminence requested, I am reporting to the convent of the Carmelites in Béthune, where I will await your orders.”

That same evening, Milady began her journey. Night fell, and she stopped to rest at an inn. At five o’clock the following morning, she set out again, and three hours later, she arrived in Béthune. She inquired about the Carmelite convent and went there without delay.

The superior received her, and Milady presented the cardinal’s order. The abbess assigned her a room and had breakfast brought to her. All traces of Milady’s past seemed to have vanished from her eyes; her gaze, fixed on the future, saw only the great fortune promised by the cardinal, whom she had so deftly served without his name ever being linked to the bloody affair. The ever-changing passions that consumed her gave her life the quality of clouds gliding across the sky—now reflecting blue, now on fire, now dark with storm—leaving behind nothing but devastation and death.

After breakfast, the abbess came by to visit. There was little entertainment in the cloister, and the kind superior was eager to get to know her new guest.

Milady was equally eager to please the abbess, which was easy for someone of her captivating charm. She made an effort to be agreeable, enchanting the abbess with her lively conversation and refined manners. The abbess, a noblewoman by birth, particularly enjoyed stories from the court—news that rarely reached the remote edges of the kingdom and even less often entered convent walls, where the noise of the wider world faded away.

Milady, in contrast, was well-versed in court intrigues, having moved in such circles for five or six years. She entertained the abbess with fresh gossip from the French court, sharing the king’s eccentric pastimes and tales of the lords and ladies whose names the abbess knew well, even touching lightly on the matter of the queen and the Duke of Buckingham, inviting her listener to share her own views.

The abbess listened and smiled but did not reply. Milady, noticing that her tales pleased her, carried on, eventually directing the conversation toward the cardinal. Still, a wave of uncertainty washed over her—she could not be sure if the abbess was more royalist or cardinalist in her sympathies. Playing it safe, she balanced between the two.

Meanwhile, the abbess became even more reserved, bowing deeply every time Milady mentioned His Eminence. As the conversation continued, Milady began to suspect she might soon tire of convent life. Eager for information, she decided to take a risk that would reveal more about her situation.

Wondering just how discreet the abbess really was, Milady began with a vague story that soon became quite specific, discussing the cardinal’s affairs with Madame d’Aiguillon, Marion de Lorme, and several other notable women of the age. The abbess listened closely, becoming more animated and smiling as the story carried on. “Good,” Milady thought, “she enjoys this. If she’s on the cardinal’s side, at least she’s not a fanatic.”

Milady then spoke about the persecutions the cardinal turned against his enemies. The abbess only crossed herself, expressing neither approval nor disapproval.

This strengthened Milady’s conviction that the abbess leaned more toward royalist feelings than those of the cardinal. So Milady continued, embellishing her tales even more.

“I must confess, I know very little about these things,” the abbess finally said. “But even though we’re far from the court and separate from worldly matters, we have witnessed sad examples of what you describe. One of our residents has greatly suffered from the cardinal’s vengeance and persecution.”

“One of your residents?” Milady exclaimed. “Oh, my God! Poor woman! I feel so sorry for her.”

“And you have good reason, for she truly is a figure of sorrow.”

Imprisonment, threats, ill-treatment—she has endured it all. Yet the abbess went on, “Monsieur Cardinal may have his reasons for acting as he does; and while she appears angelic, we must not judge by looks alone.”

“Interesting,” Milady thought. “I’m on the brink of discovering something important; I can feel it.”

She composed her face with an air of sincerity. “Ah,” Milady said, “I know it’s true. They say not to trust appearances, but what else can guide us if not the best thing God has given us? Maybe I’ll be deceived all my life, but I shall always believe in those whose faces inspire me with sympathy.”

“Then you would be inclined to believe,” the abbess asked, “that this young woman is innocent?”

“The cardinal pursues more than crimes,” Milady replied. “There are virtues he hunts more fiercely than some offenses.”

“Allow me, madame, to express my surprise,” said the abbess.

“At what?” Milady asked, feigning innocence.

“At how you speak.”

“What’s so surprising about it?” Milady replied, a sly smile on her lips.

“You are a friend of the cardinal’s, for he sent you here, and yet—”

“And yet I speak ill of him,” Milady finished, voicing the superior’s thoughts.

“At the very least, you aren’t speaking in his favor.”

“That’s because I am not his friend,” she sighed. “I am his victim!”

“But this letter, in which he recommends you to me?”

“It is just an order that confines me to a sort of prison, to be released only by one of his agents.”

“But why haven’t you run away?”

“Where would I go? Do you really believe there is any place on earth where the cardinal cannot reach, if he stretches out his hand? If I were a man, perhaps; but as a woman, what can I do?”

“This young boarder of mine—has she ever tried to escape?”

“No, she’s never tried; but there’s more to it. I believe something keeps her in France—a love affair.”

“Ah,” Milady sighed, “if she’s in love, she’s not completely unhappy.”

“Then,” said the abbess, her interest in Milady growing, “I see another poor victim?”

“Alas, yes,” said Milady. The abbess watched her, a flicker of unease crossing her face as a new question occurred to her. “You’re not an enemy of our holy faith, are you?” she asked hesitantly.

“Who—me?” Milady exclaimed. “A Protestant? Oh, no! I swear to God who hears us, I am, in fact, a devoted Catholic!”

“Then, madame,” the abbess said with a smile, “rest assured; this house will not be a harsh prison, and we’ll do all we can to make your stay pleasant.”

“You will find here, as I mentioned, the young woman who is almost certainly being persecuted by some court intrigue. She is charming and well-mannered.”

“What is her name?”

“She was sent here by someone of rank, under the name of Kitty. I haven’t sought her real name.”

“Kitty!” Milady exclaimed. “Are you sure?”

“That this is the name she gives? Yes, madame.”

“Do you know her?”

Milady smiled privately at the thought that this might be her former chambermaid. The memory stirred feelings of anger and, for a moment, a flash of revenge twisted her face. Quickly recovering, she resumed her calm and gentle manner, the mask slipping on once more. “And when will I meet this young woman, for whom I already feel sympathy?” Milady asked.

“This evening,” the abbess replied. “In fact, today. But you have traveled for four days, it seems. You were up at five this morning; you should rest.”

“Go to bed and sleep; we’ll call you for dinner.”

Though Milady would have gladly given up sleep, fueled by excitement and her insatiable appetite for intrigue, she accepted the abbess’s advice. In the past fifteen days, she had endured a storm of emotions, and though her mind was strong, her body was weary. She said goodbye to the abbess and went to bed, her thoughts whirling with schemes of revenge at the name of Kitty. She remembered the near-infinite promises the cardinal had made if she succeeded in her mission. She had succeeded; D’Artagnan was now within her reach. But one thing troubled her: the memory of her husband, the Comte de la Fère, whom she had believed dead or at least exiled, and who turned out to be Athos—a close friend of D’Artagnan.

But if he was indeed D’Artagnan’s friend, he must have helped in the plans that allowed the queen to defeat the cardinal. If he sided with D’Artagnan, he was an enemy of the cardinal and would become ensnared in the vengeance she hoped to direct at the Musketeer. These thoughts pleased Milady, and, soothed by them, she drifted off to sleep.

She was woken by a gentle voice at her bedside. Opening her eyes, she saw the abbess standing with a young woman—fair-haired, delicate, and looking at her with kind curiosity. This young woman’s face was a complete stranger to Milady. They studied each other as they exchanged formal greetings; both were beautiful, but in entirely different ways.

Milady noted with satisfaction that she far outshone the young woman in regal bearing and aristocratic elegance. True, the novice’s plain attire gave her no help in the comparison. The abbess introduced them formally, then excused herself to handle her chapel duties, leaving the two women alone.

The young woman, seeing Milady in bed, hesitated, about to leave as the abbess had. But Milady stopped her. “How is it, madame,” she said, “that I have barely met you, and you’re already leaving? I was hoping to spend some time with you during my stay.”

“No, madame,” replied the novice, “I only thought I came at a bad time; you seemed to be asleep, and I didn’t want to interrupt your rest.”

“Well then,” Milady said with a smile, “what better wish does one have for light sleepers than a happy awakening?”

“This one you’ve given me—let me enjoy it a little,” she said, gently leading the novice to the armchair at her bedside. The novice sat down. “How unlucky I am!” she said. “I have been here six months with no company or amusement. You arrive, and your presence seems so delightful; yet I fear I may be leaving at any moment.”

“What? You may be leaving soon?” Milady asked, surprised.

“I hope so,” the novice replied, with a joy she could not hide. “I think I heard you’ve suffered persecution from the cardinal,” Milady went on. “That gives us another reason to sympathize with each other.”

“What I’ve heard from our good mother is true, then? You too have suffered at the hands of that wicked priest.”

“Hush!” Milady interrupted. “Let’s not speak so openly against him, even here.”

All my troubles came from sharing feelings like yours with a woman I thought my friend, who then betrayed me. Have you also been a victim of treason?”

“No,” the novice replied, “but I suffer because of my devotion—devotion to a lady I loved, for whom I would have died, and still would.”

“And she’s abandoned you?”

“I was unfair enough to think so; but in the past few days I’ve had proof it’s not so, for which I thank God. It would have been terrible to believe she’d forgotten me. But you, madame, appear free,” the novice continued. “If you wanted to escape, you could do so.”

“But where could I go, friendless and without money, in a part of France I don’t know and have never seen before?”

“Oh,” the novice exclaimed, “as for friends, you would have them wherever you went; you seem so gentle and are so beautiful!”

“That doesn’t change things,” Milady said, softening her smile until it almost seemed angelic, “I am alone and persecuted.”

“Listen to me,” said the novice. “We must trust in heaven. Good deeds speak for us before God. Perhaps it is a blessing for you, humble and powerless as I am, that you have met me. If I leave here, I have powerful friends; those who help me might help you as well.”

“Oh, when I said I was alone,” Milady said, hoping to encourage the novice to talk, “it wasn’t for lack of important friends. The problem is, even these friends fear the cardinal. Even the queen dares not stand against that powerful minister. I know her Majesty—kind as she is—has sometimes had to abandon her helpers to his wrath.”

“Don’t believe it, madame; the queen may seem to have abandoned people, but she hasn’t. She thinks of them all the more when they are suffering; at just the moment they lose hope, they may find evidence that she remembers them.”

“Alas!” said Milady, “I do believe it; the queen is truly good!”

“Oh, you know her, then—you speak so warmly!” the novice cried.

“That is to say,” Milady answered, stepping back, “I do not know her personally; but I know many of her friends. I know Monsieur de Putange; I met Monsieur Dujart in England; and I know Monsieur de Tréville.”

“Monsieur de Tréville!” the novice cried. “You know Monsieur de Tréville?”

“Yes, very well—quite closely.”

“The captain of the king’s Musketeers?”

“The same man.”

“Just think, then!” the novice exclaimed. “Very soon we’ll be connected—almost friends. If you know Monsieur de Tréville, you must have visited him?”

“Often!” Milady replied, realizing now that this false path was working. “And with him, you must have met some of his Musketeers?”

“All those he usually receives!” Milady said with growing interest. “Name a few, and we’ll see if we have friends in common.”

“Well!” Milady hesitated, “I know Monsieur de Louvigny, Monsieur de Courtivron, and Monsieur de Ferussac.”

The novice listened patiently, and when Milady stopped, she asked, “Don’t you know a gentleman named Athos?”

Milady turned as pale as her sheets and, despite all her composure, could not stop herself from starting, clutching the novice’s hand and staring at her with intensity.

“What’s the matter? Good Lord!” the young woman exclaimed. “Have I upset you?”

“No, just the name took me by surprise. I’ve also known that gentleman, and it seems strange to meet someone who knows him so well.”

“Oh, yes, very well! Not only him, but also his friends, Messieurs Porthos and Aramis!”

“Really? You know them too?” Milady said, feeling a chill. “If you know these gentlemen, you must know they are kind and generous. Why not reach out to them if you need help?”

“Well, to be honest,” Milady faltered, “I’m not truly close to any of them.”

“I know them because I have heard their friend Monsieur d’Artagnan speak about them often.”

“You know Monsieur d’Artagnan!” the novice exclaimed, suddenly taking Milady’s hands and looking at her eagerly. Noticing an odd expression on Milady’s face, she added, “Forgive me, madame; how do you know him?”

“Well,” Milady replied, a touch embarrassed, “I know him as a friend.”

“You’re not telling me the truth, madame,” the novice insisted. “You have been his mistress!”

“It’s you who have been his mistress, madame!” Milady retorted.

“I?” the novice said, taken aback.

“Yes, you! Now I recognize you. You are Madame Bonacieux!”

The young woman recoiled, shocked and dismayed.

“Oh, don’t deny it! Tell me!” Milady pressed.

“Well, yes, madame,” the novice said. “Are we rivals?”

Milady’s face flashed with such fierce delight that normally Madame Bonacieux would have been terrified and fled. But, gripped by jealousy, she stayed put. “Speak, madame!” Madame Bonacieux insisted, her voice burning with a passion few would have thought her capable of.

“Have you ever been, or are you now, his mistress?”

“Oh, no!” Milady cried, leaving not a shadow of doubt. “Never—never!”

“I believe you,” Madame Bonacieux replied. “But why did you cry out that way?”

“Don’t you understand?” Milady said, already regaining her composure and self-control.

“How could I understand? I know nothing.”

“Don’t you see that Monsieur d’Artagnan might share his secrets with me?”

“Truly?”

“Don’t you know that I know everything—about your abduction from the little house at St. Germain, his anguish, the anxiety of his friends, and the fruitless search for you up till now?”

How could I help but be astonished, when without any warning I suddenly see you—someone we talked about so much; someone he loves with all his heart, and who, even before I saw you, he taught me to love! Ah, dear Constance, at last I have found you, I see you now!”

Milady opened her arms to Madame Bonacieux, who, caught up in the apparent sincerity of her words, suddenly saw not a rival but a true friend. “Oh, forgive me, forgive me!” she sobbed, clinging to Milady. “Forgive me, I love him so much!”

The two women held each other tightly for a moment. Indeed, if Milady’s hatred had matched her physical strength, Madame Bonacieux would have been in true danger. She would never have escaped from that embrace. But, able to restrain herself, Milady simply smiled.

“Oh, you sweet little thing!” Milady exclaimed. “How delighted I am to have found you! Let me get a good look at you!” Her gaze seemed to take in every detail. “Ah, yes, it’s really you! From his stories, I feel like I already knew you.”

The poor young woman had no idea of the cruel malice hidden behind that serene expression and bright, compassionate eyes.

“Then you can understand what I’ve suffered,” Madame Bonacieux said, “if he’s confided his troubles to you; yet to suffer for him is still a kind of happiness.”

Milady answered automatically, “Yes, it is happiness.” But her mind was elsewhere.

“And now,” Madame Bonacieux went on, “my punishment is ending.”

“Tomorrow, or perhaps this very evening, I’ll see him again; and the past will be forgotten.”

“This evening?” Milady asked, startled by the words. “What do you mean? Do you expect news from him?”

“I expect him.”

“Him? D’Artagnan, here?”

“Yes, him!”

“But that’s impossible! He’s at the siege of La Rochelle with the cardinal. He won’t return until the city’s taken.”

“Ah, you think so!”

“But is there anything impossible for my D’Artagnan, the noble and loyal gentleman?”

“Oh, I can’t believe you!”

“Then read this!” The young woman, trembling with pride and joy, handed Milady a letter.

“The handwriting of Madame de Chevreuse!” Milady thought to herself. “Ah, I always suspected there was a secret understanding in that circle!” Eagerly, she read the few lines:

MY DEAR CHILD, Be ready. Our friend will see you soon and will come only to free you from the confinement necessary for your safety. Prepare for departure, and never lose hope in us. Our charming Gascon has just given a new proof of his bravery and loyalty.

“Tell him that certain parties are grateful for the warning he has provided.”

“Yes, yes,” Milady said, “the letter is very clear. Do you know what warning that refers to?”

“No, I can only guess that he has warned the queen about some




Chapter LXII: Two Varieties Of Demons

“Ah,” Milady and Rochefort exclaimed together, “it’s you!”

“Yes, it’s me.”

“And you’ve arrived?” Milady asked.

“From La Rochelle. And you?”

“From England.”

“Buckingham?”

“Dead or gravely wounded. I left before knowing for sure. A fanatic just assassinated him.”

“Ah,” Rochefort replied with a sly smile, “this is a fortunate turn of events—one that will certainly please his Eminence!”

“Have you told him about it?”

“I wrote to him from Boulogne. But what brings you here?”

“His Eminence was concerned and sent me to find you.”

“I only arrived yesterday.”

“And what have you been doing since then?”

“I haven’t wasted a moment.”

“Oh, I don’t doubt that.”

“Do you know whom I’ve met here?”

“No.”

“Take a guess.”

“How could I?”

“The young woman the queen rescued from prison.”

“The mistress of that fellow D’Artagnan?”

“Yes, Madame Bonacieux, whose escape the cardinal didn’t know about.”

“Well, well,” said Rochefort, “this might make up for the other! Monsieur Cardinal is indeed a lucky man!”

“Imagine how surprised I was,” Milady continued, “when I came face to face with her!”

“Does she know you?”

“No.”

“So she just sees you as a stranger?”

Milady smiled. “I am her best friend.”

“Upon my honor,” Rochefort said, “only you, my dear countess, could pull off such miracles!”

“And it’s lucky I can,” Milady replied. “Do you know what’s happening here?”

“No.”

“They’ll come for her tomorrow or the day after, with an order from the queen.”

“Really? And who will it be?”

“D’Artagnan and his friends.”

“In that case, they’ll go so far we’ll have no choice but to send them to the Bastille.”

“Why hasn’t that happened already?”

“What can you do? The cardinal has a strange fondness for these men that I can’t understand.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes.”

“Well then, say this to him, Rochefort:

’Tell him that our conversation at the inn of the Red Dovecot was overheard by those four men. After you left, one of them came to me and took, by force, the safe-conduct you gave me. They warned Lord de Winter about my trip to England, and this time they almost ruined my mission, the same as they did with the affair of the studs. Of these four, only two are truly dangerous—D’Artagnan and Athos. The third, Aramis, is Madame de Chevreuse’s lover; since we know his secret, he’s of no concern and may even be useful. As for the fourth, Porthos, he’s a fool—a simple braggart we need not worry about.’

“But aren’t these four men at the siege of La Rochelle now?”

“I thought so too, but a letter Madame Bonacieux got from Madame the Constable, which she foolishly showed me, suggests they’re actually on their way here to take her away.”

“The devil! What are we to do?”

“What did the cardinal say about me?”

“I was to take your dispatches—written or otherwise—and return by post. Once he knows what you’ve done, he’ll advise you on your next move.”

“So I have to stay here?”

“Yes, or nearby.”

“You can’t take me back with you?”

“No, the order is strict. If you’re near the camp, you could be recognized, and your presence would compromise the cardinal.”

“Then I must wait here or close by?”

“Just let me know in advance where you’ll be waiting for news from the cardinal; always keep me informed where you are.”

“Keep in mind, I may not be able to stay here.”

“Why not?”

“You forget that my enemies could arrive at any moment.”

“That’s true. But is this little woman really going to escape his Eminence?”

“Bah!” Milady replied with her unique smile. “You forget I’m her best friend.”

“Ah, yes! In that case, I can tell the cardinal not to worry about her—”

“That he may rest easy.”

“Is that all?”

“He’ll understand what that means.”

“He’ll at least guess. Now, what do you want me to do?”

“Return immediately. The news you have is important enough for urgency.”

“My carriage broke down on the way to Lilliers.”

“Perfect!”

“What do you mean, perfect?”

“Yes, I need your carriage.”

“And how am I supposed to travel, then?”

“On horseback.”

“You say that so lightly—it’s a hundred eighty leagues!”

“So what?”

“It can be done!”

“Afterwards?”

“Afterwards, when you pass through Lilliers, have your carriage sent for me, with a note instructing your servant to be at my service.”

“Understood.”

“You have some order from the cardinal, I presume?”

“I have my full authority.”

“Show it to the abbess and tell her that someone will be coming to fetch me—today or tomorrow—and that I am to go with whoever comes in your name.”

“Very well.”

“Don’t forget to criticize me in front of the abbess.”

“Why?”

“I’m a victim of the cardinal. It’s essential to win the trust of poor little Madame Bonacieux.”

“That’s true. Now, will you give me a report of everything that’s happened?”

“I’ve already told you the events. You have a good memory—just repeat what I said. A written account might get lost.”

“You’re right. Just let me know where to find you so I won’t waste time searching for you.”

“Exactly. Wait!”

“Do you need a map?”

“Oh, I know the area as well as I know my own hand!”

“Really?”

“When were you here?”

“I was raised here.”

“Is that so?”

“It makes a difference, you know, being raised somewhere.”

“So, you’ll wait for me?”

“Let me think. Yes, that’ll do—at Armentières.”

“Where is Armentières?”

“A small town by the Lys; once I cross the river, I’ll be in a foreign country.”

“Excellent! But you’ll only cross the river if there’s real danger, right?”

“Of course.”

“And then, how will I know where to find you?”

“Don’t you want your servant?”

“Is he trustworthy?”

“Absolutely.”

“Then give him to me. No one knows him. I’ll leave him where I set out, and he’ll guide you to me.”

“You’ll wait at Armentières?”

“At Armentières.”

“Write the name down for me, in case I forget. The name of a town is harmless.”

“Is it?”

“Eh, who knows? No matter,” Milady replied, jotting the name on a slip of paper. “I’ll just have to compromise myself.”

“Well,” Rochefort said, taking the paper, folding it, and tucking it into his hat lining, “don’t worry. I’ll do as children do so I don’t lose the name—I’ll say it over and over as I travel. Is that all?”

“I believe so.”

“Let’s recap: Buckingham is dead or seriously wounded; your conversation with the cardinal was overheard by the four Musketeers; Lord de Winter was warned of your arrival in Portsmouth; D’Artagnan and Athos are in the Bastille; Aramis is in love with Madame de Chevreuse; Porthos is a fool; Madame Bonacieux has been found again; I’ll send your carriage as soon as possible; my lackey will be at your service; I’ll portray you to the abbess as a victim of the cardinal so she’ll suspect nothing; and finally, Armentières, on the banks of the Lys. Is that everything?”

“In truth, my dear Chevalier, you have a marvelous memory. Oh, by the way, one more thing—”

“What is it?”

“I saw some charming woods that nearly touch the convent garden.”

“Say that I’m allowed to walk in those woods. Who knows—I might need a back way to escape.”

“You think of everything.”

“And you forget one thing.”

“What’s that?”

“You forgot to ask if I need money.”

“That’s true. How much do you need?”

“All you have in gold.”

“I have about five hundred pistoles.”

“I have the same. With a thousand pistoles, you can face anything. Hand it over.”

“There you go.”

“Perfect.”

“And you’re off—”

“In an hour. I just need a quick meal and then I’ll call for a post horse.”

“Excellent! Farewell, Chevalier.”

“Farewell, Countess.”

“Please give my regards to the cardinal.”

“Send my regards to Satan.”

Milady and Rochefort shared a knowing smile before parting ways. An hour later, Rochefort rode off at a fast pace; five hours after that, he passed through Arras. As our readers already know, he was recognized by D’Artagnan, and that recognition—instilling fear in the four Musketeers—spurred them on in their journey.




Chapter LXIII: The Drop Of Water

Rochefort had scarcely departed when Mme. Bonacieux returned to find Milady smiling. “Well,” said the young woman, “what you feared has come to pass. This evening or tomorrow, the cardinal will send someone to take you away.”

“Who told you that, my dear?” Milady asked, her tone curious.

“I heard it directly from the messenger himself.”

“Come, sit beside me,” Milady urged. “Here I am.”

“Just a moment; I must ensure no one can hear us.”

“Why all these precautions?” Milady inquired, raising an eyebrow.

“You’ll see,” Bonacieux replied.

Milady stood, went to the door, opened it, glanced down the corridor, and then returned to sit closely beside Madame.

“Then,” she said, “he has played his part well.”

“Who has?”

“The man who just presented himself to the abbess as a messenger from the cardinal.”

“So, it was all an act?”

“Yes, my child.”

“That man, then, was not—”

“That man,” Milady said, lowering her voice, “is my brother.”

“Your brother!” exclaimed Mme. Bonacieux.

“This secret must remain between us, my dear. If you reveal it to anyone, I will be lost—and perhaps you will be as well.”

“Oh, my God!”

“Listen. Here’s what happened: My brother, who was coming to rescue me, was ready to take me away by force if necessary. He encountered the cardinal’s emissary, who was searching for me.”

He followed him until they reached a lonely stretch of road. There, he drew his sword and demanded the messenger hand over the papers he carried. The messenger resisted, and my brother killed him.

“Oh!” exclaimed Mme. Bonacieux, shuddering.

“But remember, it was the only way. Then my brother chose to use cunning rather than brute force.”

He took the papers and presented himself as the cardinal’s emissary. In an hour or two, a carriage will arrive to take me away, as ordered by His Eminence.”

“I understand. Your brother is sending this carriage.”

“Exactly. But that’s not all. The letter you received, which you believe is from Madame de Chevreuse—”

“Well?”

“It’s a forgery.”

“How can that be?”

“Yes, a forgery. It’s a trap to keep you from resisting when they come to take you.”

“But D’Artagnan will come.”

“Don’t deceive yourself. D’Artagnan and his friends are detained at the siege of La Rochelle.”

“How do you know that?”

“My brother met some of the cardinal’s men dressed in Musketeer uniforms. You would have been called to the gate, thinking you were about to meet friends, only to be abducted and taken back to Paris.”

“Oh, my God! My mind reels at such a web of deceit.”

“I feel that if this continues,” said Mme. Bonacieux, raising her hands to her forehead, “I shall go mad!”

“Stop—”

“What?”

“I hear the sound of a horse’s hooves; it’s my brother heading out again. I want to give him a final farewell. Come!”

Milady opened the window and motioned for Mme. Bonacieux to join her. The young woman complied.

Rochefort galloped past.

“Farewell, brother!” Milady called out.

The chevalier looked up, saw the two women, and, without slowing, waved to Milady.

“Ah, the good George!” she said, closing the window with an expression blending affection and melancholy. She returned to her seat, seemingly lost in thought.

“Dear lady,” Mme. began. Bonacieux interjected, “Please forgive me for interrupting, but what do you suggest I do? Good heavens! You have more experience than I do. Please, advise me; I am listening.”

“First,” Milady replied, “there’s a chance I’m mistaken, and D’Artagnan and his friends may indeed come to your rescue.”

“Oh, that is too much to hope for!” exclaimed Madame Bonacieux. “Such happiness cannot be meant for me!”

“Then you understand it’s simply a matter of time—a race, really. It’s a question of who arrives first. If your friends are quicker, you’ll be saved; if the cardinal’s men reach you first, you are lost.”

“Oh, yes, yes; lost without hope!”

“What, then, should we do? What can we do?”

“There is a very simple solution, perfectly natural—”

“Tell me what it is!”

“We can wait, hidden nearby, and find out who comes for you.”

“But where can I hide?”

“Oh, that’s simple. I’ll find a place to hide myself a few leagues away until my brother can join me. I’ll take you with me; we’ll wait together.”

“But I won’t be allowed to leave; I am practically a prisoner.”

“Since they believe I’m leaving on the cardinal’s orders, no one will suspect you want to follow me.”

“Well?”

“Well! The carriage is waiting at the door. You’ll say farewell, step up to embrace me one last time, and my brother’s servant, who’s here to fetch me, will know what to do. He’ll signal the postillion, and off we’ll go in a flash.”

“But D’Artagnan! D’Artagnan! What if he comes?”

“Won’t we know?”

“How?”

“It’s simple. We’ll send my brother’s servant back to Béthune. As I said, we can trust him. He’ll disguise himself and position himself in front of the convent. If the cardinal’s men arrive, he won’t be noticed; but if Monsieur d’Artagnan and his friends come, he’ll bring them to us.”

“He knows them, then?”

“Of course. He’s seen Monsieur d’Artagnan at my house.”

“Oh, yes, you’re right. So everything could work—all could turn out for the best. But we’re not going too far, are we?”

“Only seven or eight leagues at most.”

“We’ll stay on the border, for instance, and at the first sign of trouble, we can leave France.”

“And what will we do there?”

“Wait.”

“But what if they come for us?”

“My brother’s carriage will arrive first.”

“What if I’m far from you when the carriage arrives—at dinner or supper, perhaps?”

“Just do one thing.”

“What is it?”

“Tell your kind superior that, to spend as much time together as possible, you’d like permission to join me for meals.”

“Will she allow it?”

“What trouble could it cause?”

“Oh, that would be lovely! This way, we won’t be separated for a moment.”

“Then go to her and ask. I’m a bit dizzy; I’ll take a walk in the garden.”

“Go ahead. Where will I find you?”

“Right here, in an hour.”

“Here, in an hour. You’re so kind, and I am so grateful!”

“How could I not be interested in someone as lovely and charming as you? Besides, aren’t you the beloved of one of my closest friends?”

“Dear D’Artagnan! Oh, how he will thank you!”

“I hope so.”

“Well then, everything’s settled; let’s go below.”

“You’re going to the garden?”

“Yes.”

“Just follow this corridor, down a small staircase, and you’ll find it.”

“Perfect; thank you!”

With that, the two women parted, exchanging warm smiles. Milady truly spoke the truth—her mind was in chaos, her poorly formed plans clashing like a raging storm. She needed solitude to collect her thoughts. Though she had only a vague idea of what awaited her, she longed for a moment of silence and calm to clarify her strategy. The most urgent task was to get Madame Bonacieux to safety, and, if needed, use her as leverage.

Milady began to doubt the outcome of this terrible conflict, where her enemies showed as much resolve as she did malice. She sensed, as one senses an oncoming storm, that the end was near and would be disastrous. For her, the most important thing was, as mentioned, to keep Madame Bonacieux under her control. Madame Bonacieux was the essence of D’Artagnan’s life.

This was more than just about his life or the woman he loved; it was, in hardship, a way to buy time and secure an advantage. With that settled, Madame Bonacieux, unaware of danger, willingly accompanied her. Once hidden away in Armentières, it would be easy to convince her that D’Artagnan had never arrived in Béthune. In fifteen days or less, Rochefort would return. During that time, she could also plan her revenge on the four friends. She would not grow weary—thank God!

She would enjoy the most satisfying pastime that fate could grant a woman of her character: perfecting a beautiful vengeance. As these thoughts spun in her mind, she surveyed the garden, mentally tracing its paths. Milady was like a seasoned general, ready for both victory and defeat, able to advance or retreat as the situation demanded. After an hour, she heard a gentle voice—it was Madame Bonacieux. The kind abbess had granted her request, and they would begin by sharing supper together.

Reaching the courtyard, they heard a carriage approach the gate. Milady paused to listen.

“Do you hear that?” she asked.

“Yes, the noise of a carriage.”

“It’s the one my brother sent for us.”

“Oh, my God!”

“Come now, have courage!”

The convent bell rang out, confirming Milady’s intuition.

“Go to your room,” she instructed Mme. Bonacieux, then added, “Maybe you have some jewels you want to take?”

“I have his letters,” she replied. “Go fetch them, then meet me in my apartment. We’ll have a quick supper; we may be traveling part of the night and need to keep our strength.”

“Great God!” exclaimed Madame Bonacieux, clutching her heart. “It’s beating so fast I can hardly walk.”

“Courage, courage! In just a quarter of an hour you’ll be safe. And remember, what you are doing is for his sake.”

“Yes, yes, everything for him. You have given me strength with just a word. Go, I’ll catch up.”

Milady hurried to her apartment, where she found Rochefort’s lackey and quickly gave him instructions.

He was to wait at the gate; if the Musketeers appeared, the carriage would leave at once, circling the convent before heading to a little village beyond the woods to wait for Milady. In that case, Milady would cross the garden to reach the village on foot. As before, Milady knew this part of France well. If the Musketeers didn’t arrive, the plan would proceed: Madame Bonacieux would get in the carriage as if to say farewell, and Milady would take her along.

Mme. Bonacieux entered, and to ease any doubts she had, Milady repeated the instructions to the lackey in her presence. Milady inquired about the carriage—a chaise drawn by three horses and driven by a postillion. Rochefort’s lackey would ride ahead as courier. Milady feared in vain that Mme. Bonacieux might suspect her.

The young woman, innocent and trusting, could hardly believe that any woman was capable of such deceit. Besides, the name Comtesse de Winter, which she had heard from the abbess, meant nothing to her. She had no idea that a woman had played such a sinister role in her life.

“You see,” she told her once the lackey had left, “everything is ready. The abbess suspects nothing and thinks I am leaving by the cardinal’s order. This man just went to receive his final instructions; let’s have a little wine, and we can be on our way.”

“Yes,” replied Mme. Bonacieux, her voice distant, “yes, let’s go.”

Milady gestured for her to sit opposite her, poured a small glass of Spanish wine, and served her a piece of chicken.

“Look,” she said, “everything is working in our favor!”

Night was falling, and by dawn, they would be safe, hidden from all eyes.

“Come now, take heart! Eat something,” said Milady.

Mme. Bonacieux nibbled absentmindedly, hardly touching the wine.

“Come on!” Milady encouraged, raising her own glass to her lips.

But just as the glass touched her mouth, her hand froze. She heard something outside—a distant galloping. It grew louder, and almost at the same time, she recognized the clear neighing of horses.

The sound shattered her happiness suddenly, like a storm breaking a peaceful dream. She went pale and hurried to the window, while Mme. Bonacieux, trembling, gripped her chair to steady herself. They could see nothing, but the galloping came closer.

“Oh, my God!” exclaimed Mme. Bonacieux, “what is that noise?”

“Either our friends or our enemies,” Milady said, her voice eerily calm. “Stay here; I will find out.”

Bonacieux remained frozen, silent and pale as marble. The sound grew nearer; the horses were hardly a hundred and fifty paces away. If unseen, it was only because the road curved. The noise was now so distinct that she could count the horses by their hoofbeats. Milady watched closely, just enough light to recognize those arriving. Suddenly, as the road turned, she saw the glint of laced hats and the sweep of feathers; she counted two, then five, then eight horsemen.

One rode ahead, a full horse-length before the rest. Milady stifled a cry. In the first rider, she recognized D’Artagnan.

“Oh, my God, my God,” cried Mme. Bonacieux, “what is happening?”

“It’s the cardinal’s Guards. There’s not a moment to lose!”

“Let’s go, let’s go!”

“Yes, let’s run!” echoed Mme. Bonacieux, though she was motionless, frozen in fear. Below, the horsemen thundered past the window.

“Come on, come!” Milady urged, tugging at her. “We can still escape through the garden; I have the key—but we must hurry! In five minutes, it will be too late!”

Mme. Bonacieux tried to stand, managed two feeble steps, then collapsed to her knees. Milady rushed to help but couldn’t lift her. Then they heard the carriage galloping away and gunshots echoing in the distance.

“Will you come with me?” Milady shouted in desperation.

“Oh, my God, my God! You can see I have no strength left; I cannot walk. Go without me!”

“Go and leave you? Never!” Milady exclaimed. Suddenly, she stopped, a cruel light gleaming in her eyes. She dashed to the table, and with incredible speed, emptied the contents of a ring into Mme. Bonacieux’s glass—a reddish grain that dissolved instantly.

Gripping the glass, she said, “Drink this wine; it will give you strength—drink!” She raised the glass to the young woman, who drank mechanically.

“This isn’t what I imagined for my revenge,” Milady said, setting the glass down with a chilling smile. “But, by my faith! We do what we can!” With that, she rushed from the room. Mme. Bonacieux watched her leave, unable to move, feeling as if caught in a terrible dream, pursued but unable to flee.

Moments passed, then a loud noise echoed at the gate. Mme. Bonacieux braced as if Milady would return, but she did not. Terror seized her, and sweat broke out on her feverish brow. Then came the creaking of the gate’s hinges and the sound of boots and spurs on the stairs. Voices approached, growing louder, until she thought she heard her own name.

Suddenly, she let out a cry of joy and rushed toward the door, having recognized D’Artagnan’s voice.

“D’Artagnan! D’Artagnan!” she called. “Is it you? This way! This way!”

“Constance? Constance?” replied the young man, searching. “Where are you? Where are you? My God!”

At that moment, the door of the cell flew open with a bang, and several men entered. Mme. Bonacieux had collapsed into an armchair. D’Artagnan dropped the still-smoking pistol from his hand and fell to his knees before her. Athos slid his weapon back into his belt, while Porthos and Aramis, who had their swords drawn, sheathed them.

“Oh, D’Artagnan, my dearest D’Artagnan! You’ve come! You have not deceived me—it is truly you!”

“Yes, yes, Constance. We are together again!”

“Oh, it was vain when she said you wouldn’t come—I kept hope in my heart. I would not flee. How right I was! How happy I am!”

At the mention of she, Athos, who had been listening, leapt to his feet.

“She! Who is she?” D’Artagnan asked.

“Why, my companion. She who, out of friendship, wanted to rescue me from my persecutors.”

“She who mistook you for the cardinal’s Guards just fled,” she said.

“Your companion!” D’Artagnan exclaimed, growing paler than his mistress’s veil. “Which companion, Constance?”

“The one whose carriage waited at the gate; a woman who claims to be your friend; a woman to whom you’ve told everything.”

“Her name, her name!” D’Artagnan pressed. “Try to remember!”

“Yes, I heard it once. Wait—it’s so strange—oh, my God, my head! I cannot see!”

“Help! Help! Friends! Her hands are icy!” D’Artagnan cried.

“She’s ill! Great God, she’s losing consciousness!”

Porthos shouted for help with all his might, while Aramis ran to the table for water. But he stopped, horrified by the sudden change in Athos’s face. Before the table, hair in disarray and eyes wild with fear, Athos stared at a glass, seized by a terrible suspicion.

“Oh!” he exclaimed, “no, it cannot be! God would never let such a crime happen!”

“Water, water!” cried D’Artagnan. “Water!”

“Oh, poor woman, poor woman!” Athos murmured. Mme. Bonacieux revived under D’Artagnan’s tender kisses.

“She’s coming back!” he exclaimed. “Thank God!”

“Madame!” Athos said with urgency. “In heaven’s name, whose empty glass is this?”

“Mine, monsieur,” the young woman whispered.

“But who poured the wine?”

“She did.”

“But who is she?”

“Oh, I remember!” Mme. Bonacieux said, her eyes wide. “The Comtesse de Winter.”

All four gasped, but Athos’s voice cut through the silence, alarmed and determined. At that instant, Madame Bonacieux’s expression changed, reflecting her realization.

Bonacieux paled in pain; an agony swept through her and she sank, gasping, into Porthos and Aramis’s arms. D’Artagnan clutched Athos’s hands, nearly speechless with grief.

“What do you think?” he sobbed.

“I believe everything,” Athos replied, biting his lips until they bled.

“D’Artagnan, D’Artagnan!” cried Madame Bonacieux, “where are you?”

“Don’t leave me! I am dying!”

D’Artagnan dropped Athos’s hands and rushed to her side. Her beautiful face was distorted by pain; her eyes, once full of life, dulled. She trembled violently, sweat streaming down her brow.

“For God’s sake, hurry! Aramis! Porthos!”

“Call for help!”

“Hopeless!” Athos exclaimed. “Hopeless! There is no antidote for her poison.”

“Yes, yes! Help, help!” Mme. Bonacieux whispered, her voice faint. “Help!”

Mustering her last strength, she cradled the young man’s head in her hands, her eyes searching his as if her soul passed through that final look. Choking back a sob, she pressed her lips to his.

“Constance, Constance!” D’Artagnan cried.

A gentle sigh escaped Mme. Bonacieux’s lips. It was her soul—a pure spirit—rising to heaven. D’Artagnan held only a lifeless body. He cried out and collapsed beside her, as pale and cold as she was. Porthos wept, Aramis looked to the sky, and Athos made the sign of the cross.

At that moment, a man appeared in the doorway, nearly as pale as everyone in the room. He surveyed the scene, seeing Mme. Bonacieux lifeless, D’Artagnan fainting, the heavy silence of disaster filling the air.

“I was not mistaken,” he said. “Here is Monsieur D’Artagnan, and you must be his friends—Messieurs Athos, Porthos, and Aramis.”

The three men turned in surprise at the familiar-looking stranger.

“Gentlemen,” the newcomer continued

# Chapter LXV: Trial

The night was stormy and dark; thick clouds shrouded the sky, obscuring the stars, and the moon would not rise until midnight. Occasionally, a flash of lightning lit up the horizon, revealing the road ahead—white and desolate. But as the light faded, darkness closed in around them again.

Almost every minute, Athos had to rein in D’Artagnan, who was always a step ahead of their small group and had to be called back into line—a request D’Artagnan would quickly disregard. He was determined to press forward, and so he did. They passed through the silent village of Festubert, where the wounded servant was, and then skirted the edge of the Richebourg woods. At Herlier, Planchet, who led the column, turned left.

Several times, Lord de Winter, Porthos, and Aramis tried to speak with the man in the red cloak, but each time he only nodded, offering no reply. It soon became clear to the travelers that the stranger’s silence was for a reason, and so they stopped addressing him.

The storm intensified, lightning flashing more frequently and thunder rumbling ominously. The wind, signaling an oncoming hurricane, whistled through the horsemen’s plumes and hair. The cavalcade picked up the pace. Just before reaching Fromelles, the storm broke with full force. They wrapped their cloaks tightly to protect themselves, but with three leagues left to go, they pushed through the driving rain. D’Artagnan removed his hat, stubbornly refusing to wear his cloak.

He found relief in the cool rain running over his feverish forehead and body, shaken by shudders. As the group passed Goskal and approached the Post, a figure stepped out from the shadows of a tree, emerging from the darkness. He moved into the middle of the road, signaling for silence with a finger to his lips. Athos recognized Grimaud.

“What’s wrong?” Athos called out. “Has she left Armentières?”

Grimaud nodded. D’Artagnan clenched his teeth in frustration.

“Silence, D’Artagnan!” Athos commanded. “I’ve taken responsibility for this—you must let me handle Grimaud.”

“Where is she?” Athos pressed. Grimaud gestured toward the Lys with outstretched hands. “Is she far from here?” Athos asked. Grimaud responded by bending his forefinger.

“Alone?” Athos asked. Grimaud nodded yes. “Gentlemen,” Athos said, “she is alone, half a league from here, on the way to the river.”

“That’s good,” D’Artagnan said. “Lead us, Grimaud.”

Grimaud set off across the countryside, guiding the group. After about five hundred paces, they reached a small stream, which they forded. Thanks to the lightning, they could see the village of Erquinheim in the distance.

“Is she there, Grimaud?” Athos asked. Grimaud shook his head. “Silence, then!” Athos ordered. The troop moved forward. Another flash of lightning showed their surroundings. Grimaud extended his arm, and in the blue glow, they saw a small, isolated house on the riverbank, just a hundred steps from a ferry.

One window glowed with light. “Here we are!” Athos exclaimed. Just then, a man who had been crouched in a ditch stood up and came toward them. It was Mousqueton. He pointed toward the lit window. “She’s in there,” he said.

“And Bazin?” asked Athos. “While I watched the window, he guarded the door.”

“Good!” said Athos. “You’re loyal and faithful servants.”

With that, Athos dismounted, handed the bridle to Grimaud, and went toward the window, signaling the rest to approach the door. The small house was surrounded by a low, thorny hedge about two or three feet high. Athos vaulted over it, approaching the window, which had no shutters but did have half-curtains tightly drawn. He stood on the skirting stone to look over the curtain.

By the light of a lamp, he saw a woman in a dark mantle, sitting on a stool by a dying fire. Her elbows rested on a simple table, her head leaning on her hands, which were as white as ivory. He couldn’t see her features, but a grim smile appeared on Athos’s lips. He was not mistaken; it was the woman he sought. Suddenly, a horse neighed. Milady lifted her head, saw Athos’s pale face at the window, and screamed.

Athos, realizing she recognized him, forced the window open with his knee and hand. The glass shattered, and Athos—like an avenging spirit—leapt into the room. Milady rushed to the door, flung it open, and found D’Artagnan, even paler and more menacing than Athos, standing in the doorway. Milady stepped back, crying out.

D’Artagnan, suspecting she might escape and fearing she would flee, drew a pistol from his belt. But Athos raised his hand. “Put that weapon away, D’Artagnan!” he ordered. “This woman must be tried, not executed in cold blood. Wait a moment, my friend—you’ll see.” He gestured for the others to enter.

D’Artagnan complied, for Athos spoke with the authority and solemnity of a judge sent by Providence itself. Behind him came Porthos, Aramis, Lord de Winter, and the man in the red cloak. The four lackeys stood guard at the door and window, ready to prevent anyone from escaping.

Milady sank into a chair, hands outstretched as if to ward off the grim figure before her. When she saw her brother-in-law, she let out a piercing scream. “What do you want?” she cried.

“We’re looking for Charlotte Backson, once Comtesse de la Fère, later Milady de Winter, and then Baroness of Sheffield,” Athos replied.

“That is I! That is I!” Milady murmured, trembling with fear. “What do you want from me?”

“We intend to judge you for your crimes,” Athos said firmly. “You’ll have the chance to defend yourself. Justify your actions, if you can.”

“M. d’Artagnan, it’s your turn to make the accusation.”

D’Artagnan stepped forward. “Before God and all present,” he declared, “I accuse this woman of poisoning Constance Bonacieux, who died last night.”

He turned to Porthos and Aramis. “We witness this,” the two Musketeers said in unison. D’Artagnan continued: “Before God and all present, I accuse this woman of trying to poison me with wine sent from Villeroy, along with a forged letter claiming to be from my friends. I survived by God’s grace, but a man named Brisemont died in my place.”

“We witness this,” Porthos and Aramis said, as before.

“Before God and all present, I accuse this woman of urging me to kill the Baron de Wardes. As no one else can testify to this, I bear witness myself. I am finished.” With that, D’Artagnan stepped aside, joining Porthos and Aramis.

“Your turn, my Lord,” Athos prompted. The baron stepped forward. “Before God and all present,” he declared, “I accuse this woman of arranging the assassination of the Duke of Buckingham.”

“The Duke of Buckingham was assassinated?” everyone exclaimed in shock. “Yes,” the baron replied, “assassinated.”

Upon receiving your warning letter, I had this woman arrested and placed into the custody of a loyal servant. She corrupted him, placed a dagger in his hand, and forced him to kill the Duke. At this very moment, Felton may be paying with his life for the actions of this madwoman!”

A shudder passed through the judges as the depth of these crimes became clear. “But that’s not all,” Lord de Winter continued. “My brother, who made you his heir, died in three hours of a strange illness that left dark stains on his body. Tell me, how did your husband die?”

“Horror!” Porthos and Aramis cried together.

“Assassin of Buckingham, assassin of Felton, assassin of my brother—I demand justice for you. If justice is not given, I will see to it myself.”

Lord de Winter stood beside D’Artagnan, leaving space for another accuser. Milady buried her head in her hands, struggling to quiet the chaos in her mind. “My turn,” Athos said, his voice trembling as if a lion faced a viper. “I married this woman as a girl, against my family’s wishes. I gave her my fortune and my name, and then one day I learned she was branded—a fleur-de-lis on her left shoulder.”

“Oh,” Milady cried, lifting her head, “find any tribunal that sentenced me to that shame. Identify the one who carried it out, if you dare.”

“Silence!” a hollow voice interjected. “That’s for me to answer!” The man in the red cloak stepped forward.

“Who is that man? Who is that?” Milady screamed, seized by terror, her hair loosening and rising above her pale face as if alive. Everyone turned to look at the stranger. He was unknown to all except Athos, who himself looked at the man as if trapped between recognition and disbelief, unable to imagine how he had become drawn into this grim drama.

With slow, solemn steps, the unknown man came toward Milady, the table the only thing between them. He removed his mask, and Milady, seeing his pale face framed by dark hair and whiskers, grew even more terrified at the cold rigor of his features.

Suddenly, she cried, “Oh, no, no!” rising and pressing herself against the wall. “No, no! It’s a spirit from hell, not him! Help, help!” she screamed, banging against the wall as if she might break through. “Who are you?” the witnesses called out.

“Ask her,” the man in the red cloak said, “for you can see she knows me.”

“The executioner of Lille! The executioner of Lille!” Milady shrieked, seized by fear beyond her control, her hands gripping the wall for support. The crowd recoiled, leaving the man in the red cloak standing alone in the center of the room. “Mercy! Mercy, have pity!” the doomed woman pleaded, collapsing to her knees. The unknown man waited for silence before continuing, “I told you she’d recognize me. Yes, I am the executioner of Lille. Here is my story.”

All eyes turned to him, listening intently. “That woman was once a young girl, as beautiful as she is today. She was a nun in the Benedictine convent at Templemar. There was a young priest there—a simple, trusting soul—who filled the church’s duties. She set her sights on him and seduced him—she could have tempted a saint. Their vows were sacred and unbreakable, and their love could only lead to ruin. She convinced him to flee with her, to another part of France where they could live freely, out of sight. But for their escape, they needed money. Neither had any. The priest stole the sacred vessels and sold them, but as they were preparing to leave, both were arrested. Eight days later, she had seduced the jailer's son and escaped. The young priest was sentenced to ten years in prison and to be branded. I was Lille's executioner, as she says. I had to brand the guilty one—and he, gentlemen, was my brother!

"I swore that the woman who destroyed him—who was more than just his partner in crime, since she incited him—should at least share in the disgrace. I figured out where she was hiding, captured her, and marked her with the same brand I’d used on my brother. The day after I returned to Lille, my brother managed to escape too; but I was then accused of aiding him and forced to serve in his place until he was recaptured. My poor brother didn’t know. He found the woman again, and together they fled to Berry, where he found a small parish curacy."

She pretended to be his sister. “The lord who owned the land with the curacy chapel fell desperately in love with the so-called sister, so much that he married her. She abandoned the man she had ruined for the one she was destined to ruin, becoming Comtesse de la Fère—”

All eyes turned to Athos, whose true name this revealed. He nodded, silent. “Then,” the executioner continued, “driven mad and desperate to escape a life she had ruined—honor, happiness—my brother returned to Lille. When he found out I was condemned in his place, he turned himself in and hanged himself that very night from the iron bar in his prison window. To their credit, the authorities kept their word. Once my brother’s true identity was proven, I was set free.”

“That is the crime for which I accuse her; that is why she bears the brand.”

“Monsieur d’Artagnan,” Athos said, “what penalty do you demand for this woman?”

“Death,” D’Artagnan replied. “My Lord de Winter,” Athos said, “what penalty do you require for her?”

“Death,” Lord de Winter answered. “Messieurs Porthos and Aramis,” Athos repeated, “as her judges, what is your sentence?”

“Death,” echoed the Musketeers, their voices hollow. Milady let out an appalling shriek and tried to drag herself forward on her knees toward her judges. Athos extended his hand toward her. “Charlotte Backson, Comtesse de la Fère, Milady de Winter,” he declared, “your crimes have wearied men on earth and tired God in heaven.”

“If you know a prayer, say it now—for you are condemned, and you will die.”

At these words, which left no hope, Milady straightened up, defiant, and struggled to speak; but her voice failed. She felt a powerful, cold hand take her by the hair and draw her out as inexorably as fate pulls us onward. She did not resist and stepped from the cottage. Lord de Winter, D’Artagnan, Athos, Porthos, and Aramis followed her. The lackeys came behind, leaving the little room empty, its window shattered, door ajar, and the smoky lamp flickering on the table.

# Chapter LXVI: Execution

It was near midnight; the moon, waning and carrying the last hues of the storm, rose behind the small town of Armentières. Its dim light outlined the dark houses and the gaunt form of the belfry. In front of them, the Lys flowed like a river of molten tin, while a thick mass of trees stood on the far bank, their shapes outlined against a stormy sky, coppery clouds swirling in the night’s strange twilight.

To the left stood a deserted mill and its motionless wings, from which an owl’s eerie cry rang out at intervals, echoing in the stillness. Along the road walked the grim procession, passing a few scrubby trees that looked like deformed dwarfs, crouching as if to watch the men going by at this solemn hour. Sometimes the whole sky was split by lightning, flashing like a blade over the forest, a fearsome sword dividing the heavens from the dark water. Not a breath of wind stirred the heavy, humid air.

A funereal silence hung over the land. The soil, damp and glistening from recent rain, released the heightened scent of grass and herbs. Two lackeys dragged Milady along, one on each arm. The executioner followed, then Lord de Winter, D’Artagnan, Porthos, and Aramis. Planchet and Bazin brought up the rear. The lackeys led Milady to the riverbank.

Though her lips were silent, her eyes seemed to beg wordlessly for mercy from anyone who looked at her. A few steps further, she leaned toward the lackeys and whispered, “A thousand pistoles each if you help me escape. But if you give me to your masters, I have protectors who will avenge my death at a cost to you.”

Grimaud hesitated, while Mousqueton shook with fear. Athos, catching her whisper, quickly approached with Lord de Winter following. “Change those lackeys,” he ordered. “She’s spoken to them.”

“They aren’t certain anymore.”

Planchet and Bazin took over, replacing Grimaud and Mousqueton. By the river, the executioner came up to Milady and tied her hands and feet. Breaking the silence, Milady shouted, “You cowards, miserable assassins—ten men united to kill one woman. Beware! If you don’t save me, I have avengers who will not let you go unpunished.”

“You are no woman,” Athos said coldly. “You are not one of the human race. You are a demon escaped from hell, and we are sending you back.”

“Oh, you noble men!” Milady spat back. “Let anyone who touches a hair on my head beware, for he is an assassin too.”

“The executioner may kill without being an assassin,” said the man in the red cloak, tapping his huge sword.

“This is the final judge—nothing more. *Nachrichter*, as our German neighbors say.”

As he secured her, Milady let out two or three desperate cries which echoed into the distance, haunting and sad. “If I am guilty, if I’ve done what you accuse me of,” she screamed, “take me to court. You are not judges! You cannot condemn me!”

“I offered you Tyburn,” Lord de Winter replied. “You refused.”

“Because I don’t want to die!” Milady cried, fighting the bonds.

“Because I am too young to die!”

“The woman you poisoned at Béthune was younger, madame, yet she is dead,” D’Artagnan replied coldly.

“I will join a convent; I’ll become a nun,” Milady pleaded.

“You were in a convent,” the executioner answered, “and you left it to destroy my brother.”

At that, Milady screamed and fell to her knees. The executioner lifted her in his arms and started toward the boat. “Oh, God!” she wailed, “are you going to drown me?”

Her cries were so pitiful that M. D’Artagnan, who had been the most relentless in chasing her, sank onto a tree stump, head bowed and hands clasped over his ears. Yet he could not shut out her pleas and threats. Being the youngest, his courage failed him. “Oh, I cannot bear this!” he exclaimed. “I can’t allow this woman to die like this!”

Milady heard him and saw a chance. “D’Artagnan, D’Artagnan!” she cried. “Remember, I loved you!”

With that, the young man got up and stepped toward her.

But Athos stepped forth, drew his sword, and blocked D’Artagnan’s path. “One more step, D’Artagnan,” he warned, “and we cross swords.”

D’Artagnan dropped to his knees and began to pray. “Come on,” said Athos, “executioner, do your duty.”

“With pleasure, monseigneur,” replied the executioner. “As a good Catholic, I firmly believe I am doing right by carrying out my duty to this woman.”

“Very well,” Athos said.

He approached Milady. “I forgive you,” he said, “for the harm you have caused me—for my lost future, my dishonored name, my broken love, and the soul you have ruined by casting me into despair. Die in peace!”

Then Lord de Winter came forward.

“I forgive you,” he said, “for poisoning my brother, for assassinating His Grace, Lord Buckingham, for killing poor Felton, and for the attempts on my life. May you find peace in death.”

“And I,” said M. d’Artagnan. “I ask your forgiveness, madame, for provoking your anger with an unworthy trick. In return, I forgive you for murdering my beloved and for your cruel revenge against me. I forgive you, and I mourn your suffering.”

“Die in peace!”

“I am lost!” Milady murmured in English. “I must die!”

Then, rising, she gave the group one piercing look, her eyes seeming to blaze with fire. She saw nothing; she heard nothing. “Where will I die?” she asked.

“On the other bank,” replied the executioner. He helped her into the boat, and just as he stepped in after her, Athos handed him a sum of silver.

“Here,” he said, “is the executioner’s fee, to show that we act as her judges.”

“That's right,” said the executioner, “and let her know I am not just doing my job, but repaying a debt.”

Saying this, he threw the money into the river. The boat headed for the left bank of the Lys, carrying the condemned woman and the executioner, while the others stayed on the right bank, falling to their knees in prayer. The boat glided along the ferry rope beneath a drift of pale cloud hovering over the water. The friends watched as it touched the far shore, silhouetted against the red-tinged horizon. During the crossing, Milady had managed to undo the cord binding her feet. As they got near the bank, she jumped



