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About The D’Artagnan Romances

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

At the heart of these stories is the profound bond among D’Artagnan and his three inseparable friends—Athos, Porthos, and Aramis. Their motto, “All for one and one for all,” is more than mere words, guiding them through deadly plots, personal rivalries, and the ever-present danger hovering over the king and the country. What begins in The Three Musketeers as a youthful quest for honor and glory gradually becomes a tribute to loyalty and friendship as the men age and face new challenges. Twenty Years After reunites them in the midst of civil upheaval, all more experienced and burdened by adult complexities.

The later volumes—The Vicomte de Bragelonne, Ten Years Later, and Louise de la Vallière—explore even more deeply both the personal entanglements of the musketeers and the changing fortunes of the French monarchy. Heroes grow older, ambitions shift, and the next generation confronts its own turbulent destiny. Amid courtly intrigue and family secrets, D’Artagnan’s steadfast spirit remains as he strives to balance duty, loyalty, and the calling of his own heart.

Ultimately, the series draws to a touching close with The Man in the Iron Mask, where long-held secrets threaten to shake the kingdom itself. 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. Collectively, these six books form not only an epic tale of swashbuckling adventure but also a deeply human story exploring friendship, loyalty, and the enduring pursuit of noble ideals.




D’Artagnan Series: Titles and Publication Years

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


	The Three Musketeers

	Published: 1844




	Twenty Years After

	Published: 1845




	The Vicomte de Bragelonne

	Published (serialized): 1847–1850




	Ten Years Later

	Published (serialized): 1847–1850

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




	Louise de la Vallière

	Published (serialized): 1847–1850

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




	The Man in the Iron Mask

	Published (serialized): 1847–1850

	(Note: Often 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 young D’Artagnan, an ambitious Gascon who journeys to Paris with hopes of becoming a King’s Musketeer. Almost immediately, he finds himself caught up in duels, courtly rivalries, and dangerous conspiracies orchestrated by the cunning Cardinal Richelieu and his agents. Amidst these intrigues, he befriends Athos, Porthos, and Aramis—three musketeers renowned for their loyalty, bravery, and mastery at arms.

Dumas’s lively storytelling sweeps readers into a whirlwind of cloak-and-dagger adventures set against the royal splendor of 17th-century France. Central to the novel is the celebration of camaraderie and courage, immortalizing the iconic motto: “All for one and one for all.” Along the way, themes of honor, friendship, and youthful ambition are interwoven, setting the stage for the epic saga that follows.




Twenty Years After (1845)

Set two decades after the events of The Three Musketeers, this sequel finds once inseparable friends now living very different lives. France is in turmoil, and Cardinal Mazarin now rules behind the scenes for the young King Louis XIV. As civil war threatens to tear the country apart, D’Artagnan is called upon to reunite Athos, Porthos, and Aramis—though none are as they once were.

This novel explores the deeper personal struggles and sacrifices of the characters, delving into what happens when youthful ideals meet the realities of time, politics, and complicated relationships. Through its themes of loyalty and redemption, Twenty Years After shows that, even as passions cool and perspectives shift, the bonds forged in youth can endure.




The Vicomte de Bragelonne (1847–1850)

Older and wiser, D’Artagnan returns to serve at the dawn of Louis XIV’s expanding reign. This installment, often considered the first in a longer narrative including two later books, introduces Raoul de Bragelonne—the son of Athos—and follows the shifting political and romantic landscape of the French court in the mid-1600s. As the original musketeers wrestle with passing on their legacy, new intrigues arise among the king, his ministers, and the nobles vying for power. The Vicomte de Bragelonne examines the transition from one generation to the next while keeping the adventurous spirit and camaraderie that made the earlier novels classics.




Ten Years Later (1847–1850)

Continuing directly from The Vicomte de Bragelonne, this volume follows the consequences of decisions made at court and the growth of Raoul, who is on the brink of his own destiny. Louis XIV’s influence is growing, and court politics become even more complicated, drawing old and new characters deeper into conflict and intrigue.

Amid these changes, D’Artagnan must balance loyalty to a monarch who is coming into his own with the changes affecting his old friends. With its artful blend of political maneuvering and romance, Ten Years Later deepens the exploration of honor, betrayal, and the burden of secrets beneath the glittering façade of court life.




Louise de la Vallière (1847–1850)

Louise de la Vallière centers on the young woman who captures King Louis XIV’s heart, sparking a famously controversial affair at court. In the midst of personal turmoil, Raoul de Bragelonne faces unrequited love and endures challenges that force him to question where his loyalty and future lie.

As these characters wrestle with their conflicting desires, tension grows within the corridors of power. Dumas masterfully weaves together high-stakes romance and ongoing political drama, reminding readers that behind royal privilege lie loss and sacrifice.




The Man in the Iron Mask (1847–1850)

The final novel in the series brings long-standing mysteries to their dramatic resolution, focusing on the enigmatic man in the iron mask. D’Artagnan and the aging musketeers are confronted with secrets that threaten to shake the throne itself—and the friendships they hold most dear.

In this moving conclusion, Dumas explores themes of identity, legacy, and unwavering loyalty as the heroes reach the end of their storied journeys. The Man in the Iron Mask stands as a powerful finale to the D’Artagnan saga, blending adventure with a thoughtful reflection on aging, duty, and the enduring power of friendship.




Chapter I: The Shade of Cardinal Richelieu

In a grand chamber of the Palais Royal, once known as the Palais Cardinal, a man sat deep in thought, his head resting in his hands as he leaned over a gilded and inlaid table covered with letters and documents. Behind him, a large fireplace blazed with lively flames; great logs of oak burned on polished brass andirons, their flickering light reflecting off the lavish garments of the room’s only occupant. The chamber was brightly lit by twin candelabra, each holding wax candles.

Anyone who happened to see the red simar—the splendid robe of office—and the elaborate lace, or who noticed the pale, furrowed brow deep in contemplation, might have thought the spirit of Cardinal Richelieu still lingered in its old haunt. Alas, the shadow of former greatness! France was weakened, the royal authority disregarded, her nobles returning to their old turbulence and arrogance, and enemies lurking within her borders—all proof that the great Richelieu was no longer alive. Indeed, the vacancy created by the absence of Richelieu’s red robe was made even more striking by the solitude, befitting a ghost more than a living man.

The corridors were deserted by courtiers, while the courts were crowded with guards. A spirit of sharp ridicule rose from the streets below, filtering up through the windows of the room, carrying the murmurs of a city united against the minister. In the distance, the continuous sound of gunfire could be heard—thankfully, fired without much purpose other than to prove to the guards, the Swiss troops, and the soldiers encircling the Palais Royal that the people were armed. The shadow of Richelieu now hung over Mazarin. Mazarin found himself alone and vulnerable, fully aware of it.

“Foreigner!” he exclaimed, “Italian! That is their cruel but powerful word of scorn—the rallying cry they used to assassinate, hang, and eliminate Concini. If I allowed them, they’d do the same to me, though they have no real grievances against me except for the occasional tax. Fools! They are blind to their true enemies; they fail to see that it’s not the Italian who struggles with French, but those who can charm them with the smoothest Parisian accent who are the real adversaries.

“Yes, yes,” Mazarin went on, his usual cunning smile lending a strange look to his pale lips. “These outcries only prove to me how uncertain is the fate of favorites; but you must understand, I am not just any favorite. True, the Earl of Essex wore an extravagant, diamond-studded ring given by his queen, while I have only a simple gold band, engraved with a cipher and a date. Yet that ring was blessed in the chapel of the Palais Royal, and so long as I wear it, they will never bring me down as desperately as they wish. While they shout ‘Down with Mazarin!’ I, unknown and unseen among them, incite them to call out ‘Long live the Duke de Beaufort!’ one day, ‘Long live the Prince de Condé!’ another, and again ‘Long live the parliament!’” At this last remark, the cardinal’s smile twisted into a look of hatred, a feeling otherwise uncommon to his usual gentle manner.

“The parliament! We will soon decide what to do with them,” he continued. “Both Orleans and Montargis are in our hands. It will take time, but those who now cry, ‘Down with Mazarin!’ will eventually call for the ruin of all I’ve named, one after another. It is rumored that Mazarin, though a cardinal, had not taken such vows as would prevent his secretly marrying Anne of Austria.” — La Porte’s Memoirs.

“Richelieu, who was so hated in his lifetime and is now so praised after his death, was even less popular than I am. He often had to flee, and, more than once, lived in fear of exile. The queen will never banish me, and even if the people force me to flee, she will flee with me. Then let’s see how the rebels manage with neither king nor queen. ‘Oh, if only I were not a foreigner! If only I were French! If only I were noble born!’”

The cardinal’s situation was indeed precarious, and recent events had only made it more difficult.

Discontent had long simmered among the lower classes in France. Burdened and impoverished by the taxes imposed by Mazarin, whose greed pushed him to fresh extortions, the people—as Attorney-General Talon reported—had nothing left but their souls. Since those could not be sold, they began raising their voices. Though urged to be patient in view of France’s military victories, the people found glory did not fill their hunger, and resentment grew.

If this discontent had been confined to the lowest classes, it might have been ignored; the court, separated from the poor by the intervening gentry and bourgeoisie, rarely paid heed to their complaints. But Mazarin, unwisely, decided to pick a quarrel with the magistrates, selling twelve appointments in the Court of Requests at a heavy price. The officials of that court, invested in their offices, saw that twelve new colleagues would devalue their posts. In response, the existing officers banded together, swore on the Bible to resist the increase and to face any persecution together, promising to compensate any member who lost out because of the conflict.

On January 7, a remarkable event occurred: seven to eight hundred Paris tradesmen gathered together to discuss a new property tax. They sent ten representatives to the Duke of Orleans, who as usual tried to appear friend to the people. The duke received them cordially and listened as they declared their refusal to pay, even threatening to resist the tax collectors by force. The duke replied with great courtesy, offering hope for a more favorable outcome, promising to advocate with the queen, and dismissing them with the customary phrase, “We will see what we can do.”

Two days later, these same magistrates faced the cardinal, and their leader spoke to Mazarin so firmly and boldly that the minister was deeply unsettled. He answered as Orleans had done, promising only, “We will see what can be done.” Afterward, a council of state was held and the superintendent of finance called. This man, Emery, was widely disliked, partly for being superintendent of finance (never a popular role), but also because of his own actions. He was the son of a banker from Lyons named Particelli, who, after going bankrupt, changed his name to Emery. Cardinal Richelieu, recognizing Emery’s skill with money, recommended him to Louis XIII under this new name and won him his appointment.

“You surprise me!” exclaimed the king. “I’m glad to hear you speak of Monsieur d’Emery as fit for this important post. I feared you would inflict that scoundrel Particelli upon me.”

“Sire,” replied Richelieu, “rest assured. Particelli, as you called him, has been executed.”

“Ah, splendid news!” the king exclaimed. “I am indeed Louis the Just,” and he signed the appointment for Emery. It was this same Emery who became superintendent of finance. He was called before the ministers and arrived pale and trembling, saying his son had narrowly escaped murder near the palace just the day before.

He had incurred the mob’s hatred because of his wife’s extravagance; her home was furnished in red velvet trimmed with gold. She was the daughter of Nicholas de Camus, who had arrived in Paris with only twenty francs, became secretary of state, and left his children nine million francs and an income of forty thousand.

Emery’s son escaped suffocation only because one of the rioters suggested squeezing him until he produced the gold he had supposedly swallowed. In the end, nothing was decided that day; Emery was too shaken to conduct business after such a frightening experience.

The following day, Mathieu Molé, the chief president, faced his own ordeal. According to Cardinal de Retz, Molé’s courage during this crisis matched that of the Duc de Beaufort and the Prince de Condé—both considered among the bravest men in France. The people had begun threatening Molé, blaming him for their mounting troubles.

He replied with his usual calm and undisturbed manner. He said that if the crowd refused to accept the king’s wishes, he would have gallows erected in the public squares and would hang the ringleaders immediately. The others replied that they would gladly see gallows erected, as the judges who sided with the court against the people deserved to hang from them.

But things didn’t end there. On the eleventh, as the queen made her way to mass at Notre Dame, as she did each Saturday, more than two hundred women followed, demanding justice. These poor women meant no harm; they only wanted to kneel before their queen and plead for mercy. However, they were blocked by the royal guard, and the queen carried on, haughty and indifferent to their pleas.

Finally, Parliament convened—to defend the king’s authority. On the morning our story begins, King Louis XIV, only ten years old at the time, made a grand entrance at Notre Dame under the pretense of giving thanks for his recovery from smallpox. He seized the opportunity to call out his guard, including the Swiss troops and musketeers, and stationed them around the Palais Royal, along the quays, and on the Pont Neuf.

After mass, the young king went to the Parliament House, where he quickly confirmed not only the previous edicts but added new ones. According to Cardinal de Retz, each new decree was even harsher than the last. This led to a sharp protest from chief president Molé, while President Blancmesnil and Councillor Broussel voiced their outrage over new taxes. The king returned to the Palais Royal as the large crowd stood silent. Tension filled the air; many felt anxious, some were gloomy, and many spoke in threatening undertones.

At first, it was unclear whether the king’s visit to Parliament would improve or worsen the people’s suffering. But as soon as word spread of new taxes, cries of “Down with Mazarin!” “Long live Broussel!” and “Long live Blancmesnil!” echoed throughout the city. The people had heard that Broussel and Blancmesnil had advocated for them; though their speeches failed to change anything, they gained the crowd’s support. Attempts to break up the street gatherings or silence their outcries proved useless. The royal and Swiss guards had just been ordered not only to stand their ground, but also to patrol the streets of Saint Denis and Saint Martin, where the crowds were thickest and loudest. At that moment, the mayor of Paris arrived at the Palais Royal. He was shown in at once and warned the court that if these strict measures continued, Paris would rise in arms within two hours.

As the discussions continued, a guard lieutenant named Comminges burst in, his clothes torn and his face bloody. The queen gasped at the sight and asked what had happened. As the mayor had warned, the presence of the guards had incited the crowd. The alarm bell sounded. Comminges had arrested one of the ringleaders and ordered him hanged at the cross of Du Trahoir. But as the soldiers tried to carry out the order, they were attacked in the marketplace with stones and halberds. The prisoner escaped onto Rue des Lombards and fled into a house. Soldiers broke down the doors and searched everywhere, but found nothing. Comminges, wounded by a stone to the forehead, left a guard in the street and hurried to the Palais Royal, trailed by a furious mob, to make his report.

This confirmed the mayor’s warning: the authorities were not ready to handle a true uprising. Mazarin tried to reassure the people by spreading word that the troops along the quays and Pont Neuf had been posted just for the day’s ceremony and would be withdrawn soon. In reality, by about four in the afternoon, all the troops had assembled at the Palais Royal, its courtyards and ground floor filled with musketeers and Swiss guards, waiting to see what would happen next. This was the situation at the very moment we first meet Cardinal Mazarin in his study—formerly Cardinal Richelieu’s study. We have seen how he listened to the stirrings from below, heard even in his solitude, along with distant gunfire echoing through his room.

Suddenly, he raised his head, brows drawn in decision. He fixed his gaze on a large clock about to strike ten, picked up a silver-gilt whistle from the table, and blew it twice. A door concealed in the tapestry swung open quietly, and a man in black entered, standing silently behind Mazarin’s chair.

“Bernouin,” said the cardinal, not turning—he knew the summons would bring his valet-de-chambre. “Which musketeers are in the palace today?”

“The Black Musketeers, my lord.”

“What company?”

“Tréville’s company.”

“Is there an officer from the company in the antechamber?”

“Lieutenant d’Artagnan.”

“A reliable man, I trust?”

“Yes, my lord.”

“Bring me a uniform from one of these musketeers and assist me getting it on.”

The valet left as silently as he had entered, returning a few minutes later with the requested uniform. The cardinal, lost in thoughtful silence, began removing his ceremonial robes from the parliamentary session, and put on the military coat, wearing it with a natural ease, courtesy of his former campaigns in Italy.

When he was fully dressed, he said, “Send Monsieur d’Artagnan to me.”

The valet exited quietly through the central door, remaining as silent




Chapter III: Dead Animosities

D’Artagnan arrived at the Bastille just as the clock struck half-past eight. His visit was announced to the governor, who, upon learning that D’Artagnan came from the cardinal, went out to meet him and welcomed him at the top of the grand staircase outside the door. The governor of the Bastille was Monsieur du Tremblay, the brother of the infamous Capuchin, Joseph—known as the Gray Cardinal—who was a feared favorite of Richelieu.

During the twelve long years that the Duc de Bassompierre spent in the Bastille, his fellow prisoners would often share their dreams of freedom, saying things like, “I plan to leave at such-and-such a time.” In response, the duke would declare, “As for me, gentlemen, I will only leave when Monsieur du Tremblay departs,” implying that, when the cardinal died, Du Tremblay would certainly lose his post at the Bastille, allowing Bassompierre to return to court.

His prediction nearly came true, but in a way Bassompierre didn’t expect. After Richelieu’s death, everything continued as before, contrary to expectations, and Bassompierre found little hope of escaping his prison.

Monsieur du Tremblay welcomed D’Artagnan with the utmost courtesy and invited him to join him for supper, which he was about to enjoy. “I would be delighted,” D’Artagnan replied, “but unless I’m mistaken, the words ‘In haste’ are written on the envelope of the letter I brought.”

“You’re right,” said Du Tremblay. “Hey, Major! Have them send Number 25 down.”

The unfortunate person who entered the Bastille ceased to be a man the moment he crossed the threshold—he became just a number. D’Artagnan shuddered at the sound of the turning keys; he remained on horseback, not feeling inclined to dismount. He gazed at the iron bars, the reinforced windows, and the massive walls he had only ever seen from outside the moat, where they had filled him with awe for twenty years. A bell rang out.

“I must take my leave,” said Du Tremblay. “I’ve been called to sign the release of a prisoner. I look forward to meeting you again, sir.”

“May the devil take me if I wish you well!” D’Artagnan muttered, smiling as he spoke the curse. “I swear I feel sick after just five minutes in the courtyard. No, no! I would rather die on straw than earn a thousand a year as the governor of the Bastille.”

He had barely finished the thought when the prisoner arrived. Upon seeing him, D’Artagnan could hardly contain his surprise.

The prisoner climbed into the carriage without seeming to recognize the musketeer. “Gentlemen,” D’Artagnan addressed the four musketeers, “I have been ordered to take the utmost care in guarding the prisoner. Since there are no locks on the carriage, I will sit beside him. Monsieur de Lillebonne, please lead my horse by the bridle.” As he spoke, he dismounted, handed the bridle to the musketeer, and settled next to the prisoner, maintaining a perfectly calm demeanor. “To the Palais Royal, at full trot,” he commanded.

The carriage moved on, and as they passed through the dark archway, D’Artagnan seized the opportunity to throw himself into the prisoner’s arms. “Rochefort!” he exclaimed. “Is it really you? I can’t be mistaken!”

“D’Artagnan!” Rochefort responded.

“Ah! My poor friend!” D’Artagnan exclaimed. “Not seeing you for four or five years, I thought you were dead.”

“Indeed,” Rochefort replied, “there’s hardly any difference between a dead man and one who’s been buried alive; I’ve been buried alive, or very nearly so.”

“And for what crime are you imprisoned in the Bastille?”

“Do you want me to tell you the truth?”

“Yes.”

“Well, then, I don’t know.”

“Do you suspect me of anything, Rochefort?”

“No! On my honor as a gentleman, I don’t. But I cannot be imprisoned for the reason given—it’s impossible.”

“What reason?” D’Artagnan asked. “For stealing.”

“For stealing! You, Rochefort! You must be joking.”

“I understand.”

“You mean this needs explaining, doesn’t it?”

“I admit it.”

“Well, here’s what actually happened: One evening, after an orgy in Reinard’s apartment at the Tuileries with the Duc d’Harcourt, Fontrailles, De Rieux, and others, the Duc d’Harcourt suggested we go and snatch cloaks on the Pont Neuf. You know, that was a pastime the Duc d’Orleans had made quite fashionable.”

“Were you out of your mind, Rochefort? At your age!”

“No, I was drunk. Still, since the adventure seemed rather dull to me, I suggested to the Chevalier de Rieux that we should just be spectators. To get a better view, we decided to climb onto the bronze horse. No sooner said than done. Using the spurs as stirrups, we quickly found ourselves perched on its back; we had the perfect vantage point and could see everything going on. Four or five cloaks had already been snatched with incredible skill, and none of the victims had dared complain, when some unfortunate fellow, less patient than the rest, called out, ‘Guard!’ and brought a patrol of archers down upon us.”

Duc d’Harcourt, Fontrailles, and the others managed to escape. De Rieux considered doing the same, but I convinced him they wouldn’t think to look for us where we were. He wouldn’t listen, and as he tried to dismount, his spur broke, making him fall and break his leg. Instead of staying quiet, he started yelling like a condemned man. I was about to dismount to help him, but it was too late—the archers caught me. They took me to the Chatelet, where I slept soundly, convinced I’d be freed the next day. But the next day came and went, then another, and a week passed. I decided to write to the cardinal. That very day, they came for me, but took me to the Bastille.

That was five years ago. Do you really think it was just for the sacrilege of riding behind Henry IV?”

“No, you’re right, my dear Rochefort; it couldn’t be for that. But you’ll probably soon find out why.”

“Ah, indeed! I forgot to ask—where are you taking me?”

“To see the cardinal.”

“What does he want with me?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t even realize you were the person I was sent to fetch.”

“Impossible—you, a favorite of the minister!”

“A favorite? Not at all!” cried D’Artagnan. “Oh, my poor friend!”

“I’m just as poor a Gascon as I was when I saw you at Meung twenty-two years ago, you know; alas!” He finished with a deep sigh. “Yet here you are, acting with authority.”

“That’s only because I happened to be in the anteroom when the cardinal called for me, purely by chance. I’m still a lieutenant in the musketeers, and I’ve had that rank for twenty years.”

“So no misfortune has befallen you?”

“And what misfortune could possibly befall me? To quote some Latin verses I’ve forgotten, or maybe never really knew, ‘the thunderbolt never strikes the valleys,’ and I am a valley, dear Rochefort—one of the lowliest of the low.”

“Then Mazarin is still the same?”

“Just the same, my friend; they say he’s married to the queen.”

“Married?”

“If he isn’t her husband, he’s definitely her lover.”

“You surprise me. To reject Buckingham and accept Mazarin!”

“Just like women,” D’Artagnan replied coolly. “Like women, not like queens.”

“Egad!”

“Queens are the weakest among their kind when it comes to matters like these.”

“And what about M. de Beaufort? Is he still locked up?”

“Yes. Why do you ask?”

“Oh, it’s nothing. I just thought he might be able to get me out of this if he wanted to.”

“You’re probably closer to freedom than he is, so it’s up to you to help him out instead.”

“And what about these rumors of war with Spain?” the prisoner asked.

“Not with Spain,” D’Artagnan replied, “but with Paris.”

“What do you mean?” Rochefort exclaimed. “Can you hear the guns? The citizens are just having sport at the moment.”

“Do you really think anything could come out of these commoners?”

“Yes, they could do a lot if only they had a leader to unite them.”

“How dreadful it is to be in prison!”

“Don’t lose hope. Since Mazarin has sent for you, it means he needs you.”

“I congratulate you! It’s been many years since anyone has wanted me for anything, so you can see the state I’m in.”

“Share your troubles; that’s my advice.”

“Listen, Rochefort, let’s make a deal. We’re friends, aren’t we?”

“Indeed! I bear the marks of our friendship—three slashes from your sword.”

“Well, if you find yourself back in favor, don’t forget me.”

“On the honor of a Rochefort; and you must do the same for me.”

“Here’s my hand—I promise.”

“So, whenever you get the chance to speak for me—”

“I’ll do it, and you?”

“I’ll do the same.”

“By the way, should we talk about your friends too—Athos, Porthos, and Aramis? Or have you forgotten them?”

“Almost.”

“What happened to them?”

“I don’t know; we parted ways, as you know. They’re alive, that’s all I can say. I hear about them indirectly from time to time, but where they are in the world, I couldn’t tell you. No, I swear, you’re my only friend now, Rochefort.”

“And what about the illustrious—what’s the name of the lad I made a sergeant in the Piedmont regiment?”

“Planchet!”

“The famous Planchet.”

“What became of him?”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s leading the mob right now. He married a woman who owns a candy shop on Rue des Lombards, since he’s always loved sweets. Now he’s a citizen of Paris. Just wait—he’ll become a sheriff before I ever become a captain.”

“Come on, dear D’Artagnan, cheer up! Be strong! It’s often when we’re lowest that fortune comes our way. Tonight, your destiny is going to change.”

“Amen!” D’Artagnan replied, bringing the carriage to a halt.

“What are you doing?” Rochefort asked. “We’re almost there, and I don’t want anyone to see me getting out of your carriage; we’re supposed to be strangers.”

“You’re right. Goodbye.”

“See you soon. Don’t forget your promise.”

In five minutes, the group entered the courtyard, and D’Artagnan led the prisoner up the grand staircase and through the corridor and antechamber. As they reached the door of the cardinal’s study, D’Artagnan was about to announce himself when Rochefort tapped him on the shoulder. “D’Artagnan, let me share something I’ve been thinking about the whole drive. I watched the groups of citizens crossing our path, and they looked at you and your four men with such blazing eyes.”

“Go ahead,” D’Artagnan replied.

“I only had to shout ‘Help!’ for you and your men to be cut down, and then I would have been free.”

“Why didn’t you do it?” the lieutenant asked.

“Come now!” Rochefort exclaimed. “Did we not swear friendship? If someone else had been in your place, I can’t say what would’ve happened—”

D’Artagnan bowed his head. “Is it possible that Rochefort has become a better man than I am?” he wondered.

He announced himself to the minister. “Let M. de Rochefort enter,” Mazarin said eagerly when he heard their names. “And please ask M. d’Artagnan to wait; I’ll need him again shortly.”

These words brought D’Artagnan great joy. As he had said, it had been a long time since anyone had wanted his services, and Mazarin’s request seemed promising. Rochefort, feeling suspicious and cautious after hearing this, entered the room, where he found Mazarin at his table. He was dressed in his usual attire, much like the Church prelates of the time, but his scarf and stockings were violet.

As the door closed, Rochefort glanced at Mazarin, who looked back with equal subtlety. The cardinal showed little change; he was still meticulously dressed, his hair neat and curled, and his person well-scented. His obsession with fashion made him appear only half his age. In contrast, Rochefort, having spent five years in prison, had aged greatly. The once dark hair of this loyal friend of the late Cardinal Richelieu had turned white, and the deep bronze of his complexion had faded to a sickly pallor, revealing his frailty. Upon observing him, Mazarin shook his head slightly, as if to say, “This man doesn’t seem capable of much.”

After what felt like an eternity to Rochefort, Mazarin pulled a letter from a stack of papers and showed it to the count. “Here is a letter in which you request your freedom, Monsieur de Rochefort. So, you are in prison?”

Rochefort trembled at the question. “But I thought,” he replied, “that your eminence already knew that better than anyone else—”

“Me?”

“Oh no! There’s a whole crowd of prisoners in the Bastille, locked up since Monsieur de Richelieu’s time; I don’t even know their names.”

“Yes, but in my case, my lord, that’s not possible, because I was transferred from the Châtelet to the Bastille by an order from your eminence.”

“You believe that?”

“I’m certain of it.”

“Ah, wait! I think I remember now. Didn’t you once refuse to travel to Brussels for the queen?”

“Ah! There it is!” Rochefort exclaimed. “That’s the real reason!”

“Fool that I am, I never figured it out over five years.”

“But I’m not saying that was the reason for your imprisonment. I simply want to know—did you refuse to go to Brussels for the queen, even though you had agreed to go there for the late cardinal?”

“That is precisely why I wouldn’t go back to Brussels. I was there during a terrible time. I was sent to intercept correspondence between Chalais and the archduke, and when I was discovered, I was nearly torn to pieces. How could I go back? I would only hurt the queen, not help her.”

“Well, even good intentions can be misunderstood. The queen saw your refusal as a clear rejection. She had plenty to complain about during the late cardinal’s life; yes, her majesty the queen—”

Rochefort smiled with disdain.

“Since I was loyal to Cardinal Richelieu during his life, it follows that, after his death, I should serve you well, regardless of others’ opinions.”

“In regard to myself, Monsieur de Rochefort,” Mazarin replied, “I am not, like Monsieur de Richelieu, all-powerful. I am just a minister, and I seek no servants—since I am myself just a servant of the queen. The queen is sensitive by nature. When she learned you refused to obey her, she took it as a declaration of war. Considering you a man of ability—and therefore potentially dangerous—she instructed me to ensure your submission. That is why you are in the Bastille. But your release can be arranged. You are someone who can understand certain matters and, having understood, act—”

“So thought Cardinal Richelieu, my lord.”

“The cardinal,” Mazarin interrupted, “was a great politician, and in that area, vastly superior to me.”

“I am a straightforward, simple man; that’s my biggest disadvantage. I have a candor that’s distinctly French.”

Rochefort bit his lips to hide a smile. “Let’s get down to business. I want friends; I want loyal servants. When I say I want, I mean the queen wants them. I do nothing without her order—please remember that; I am not like Richelieu, who acted on his own.”

“I may never reach the same level of greatness, but to make up for it, I’ll try to be a good man, Monsieur de Rochefort, and I hope to prove it to you.”

Rochefort recognized those soft, slightly lisping tones, reminiscent of the hissing of young vipers. “I want to believe you, your eminence,” he replied. “But I have seen little proof of the kindness you speak of. Don’t forget, I’ve spent five years in the Bastille, and there’s no perspective as misleading as one from behind bars.”

“Ah, Monsieur de Rochefort! Didn’t I tell you I had nothing to do with it? The queen—can you not understand the whims of a queen and a princess? But that’s all behind us now, forgotten as quickly as it came.”

“I can imagine, sir, that the queen has forgotten amid the festivities and courtiers of the Palais Royal, but I, who spent those years in the Bastille—”

“Ah!”

My dear Monsieur de Rochefort, do you really think the Palais Royal is a place of joy? No, we’ve suffered plenty there. As for me, I play the game honestly and openly, as always.

“So, are you one of us, Monsieur de Rochefort?”

“I’d like to be, my lord, but I’m in total darkness about everything. In the Bastille, you only discuss politics with soldiers and jailers, and you can’t imagine how little they truly know. I align myself with Monsieur de Bassompierre’s party. Is he still one of the seventeen peers of France?”

“He has passed on, sir; a great loss. His loyalty to the queen was remarkable—real loyalists are rare indeed.”

“I believe it,” said Rochefort. “And when you find them, you send them to the Bastille. Still, there are plenty of loyalists out there; you just have to look, my lord.”

“Indeed!”

“Ah, my dear Monsieur de Rochefort, you must have learned so much during your time with the late cardinal! He was truly great.”

“Will your eminence be offended if I offer you a lesson?”

“Me? Never!”

“You know you can tell me anything. I want to be loved, not feared.”

“Well, there’s a maxim scratched on the wall of my cell: ‘Like master, like servant.’”

“What does that mean?”

“It means Monsieur de Richelieu managed to find loyal servants—plenty of them.”

“Really? The man who was the target of every dagger? Richelieu, who spent his life deflecting attacks aimed at him?”

“But he did deflect them,” De Rochefort replied. “He had true friends as well as bitter enemies. I have known some—” he continued, seeing this was the time to mention D’Artagnan—“who, by their cleverness and courage, managed to outwit Cardinal Richelieu; who, by their bravery, overcame his guards and spies. These men had no money, backing, or influence, yet they kept the crown on the king’s head—and made the cardinal ask their pardon.”

“But those men you mention,” Mazarin said, smiling inwardly as he heard Rochefort near the point he wanted, “didn’t serve the cardinal—they opposed him.”

“No; if they had, their reward would have fit better. They were unlucky enough to devote themselves to the very queen for whom you are now looking for servants.”

“But how do you know all this?”

“I know because these men were my enemies at the time; we fought each other. I did everything to hurt them, and they paid me back. One, with whom I had the most dealings, gave me a third sword wound about seven years ago. It settled an old score.”

“Ah!” said Mazarin, with remarkable charm, “if only I could find such men!”

“My lord, a man like that has been standing outside your door for six years now, ignored and left idle by you.”

“Who is it?”

“It’s Monsieur d’Artagnan.”

“That Gascon!” exclaimed Mazarin, pretending to be surprised.

“‘That Gascon’ saved a queen and made Monsieur de Richelieu admit that, for talent, charm, and politics, he was only a novice compared to him.”

“Truly?”

“It is exactly as I’m telling your Excellency.”

“Tell me more, dear Monsieur de Rochefort.”

“That’s difficult, my lord,” Rochefort replied with a smile. “He will tell it to me himself.”

“I doubt that.”

“Why do you doubt it?”

“Because the secret isn’t his; as I said, it involves a great queen.”

“And was he the only one who accomplished this feat?”

“No, my lord, he had three companions—three brave men, just the kind you wished for before.”

“Were these four really united, heart and soul?”

“They were as if they were one, as if the same heart beat in all four.”

“You’ve made me curious, dear Rochefort; tell me the whole story.”

“That’s not possible, but I can tell you a true tale, my lord.”

“Please do; I love stories,” the cardinal exclaimed. “Listen, then,” Rochefort replied, watching the cardinal’s face for any sign of intent. “Once upon a time, there was a queen—a powerful monarch—who ruled one of the greatest kingdoms in the world; and there was a minister who sought to harm the queen, whom he had once loved too much. (Don’t try to guess, my lord; this all happened long before you arrived in the country where this queen reigned.) An ambassador came to court, so brave, so splendid, and so charming that every woman fell for him; even the queen dared to give him rare jewels that could never be replaced. Since these jewels were the king’s, the minister convinced His Majesty to require the queen to wear them as part of her regalia at an upcoming ball.”

There’s no need to tell you, my lord, that the minister was well aware those ornaments had left with the ambassador, who was now far across the seas. This once-great queen had been brought so low that




Chapter IV: Anne of Austria at the Age of Forty-six

Once alone with Bernouin, Mazarin fell into deep thought for several minutes. He had gathered a considerable amount of information, but it still wasn’t enough. Mazarin was known to be dishonest at the card table, as Brienne noted. He called it taking advantage of his opportunities. Now, he resolved not to begin the game with D’Artagnan until he fully understood all of his opponent’s cards.

“My lord, do you have any instructions?” Bernouin asked.

“Yes, yes,” replied Mazarin. “Light the way; I’m going to see the queen.”

Bernouin picked up a candlestick and led the way. There was a secret passage connecting the cardinal’s apartments to those of the queen, and Mazarin used this corridor whenever he wanted to visit Anne of Austria. This hidden passage can still be seen in the Palais Royal.

At the end of the passage, Bernouin encountered Madame de Beauvais, who, like him, was entrusted with the secret of these private visits. Madame de Beauvais agreed to prepare Anne of Austria, who was in her oratory with the young king, Louis XIV., to receive the cardinal. Anne was reclining in a large armchair, her head supported by her hand and her elbow resting on a table, as she watched her son flipping through the pages of a large picture book.

This famous woman had mastered the art of being uninteresting with elegance. She often spent hours in her study or her room, neither reading nor praying. When Madame de Beauvais announced the cardinal’s arrival, the child, who had been absorbed in the illustrations of Alexander’s military exploits in Quintus Curtius, frowned and glanced at his mother. “Why,” he asked, “does he come in without first requesting an audience?”

Anne blushed slightly. “The prime minister,” she explained, “must keep the queen informed of current events during these uncertain times, without stirring curiosity or gossip at court.”

“But Richelieu never entered like this,” the persistent boy countered.

“How can you remember what Monsieur de Richelieu did?”

“You were too young to understand such matters.”

“I don’t remember what he did, but I’ve asked around and have been told everything.”

“And who told you?” asked Anne of Austria, her impatience showing.

“I know I shouldn’t reveal the names of those who answer my questions,” the child replied, “because if I do, I won’t learn anything more.”

Just then, Mazarin entered. The king immediately stood up, closed his book, and set it on the table, remaining standing so that Mazarin would have to do the same. Mazarin observed this exchange with a thoughtful expression, which hinted at the events of the evening. He bowed respectfully to the king, who responded with a somewhat dismissive attitude, but a glance from his mother reminded him to hide the resentment he had nursed since childhood.

Louis harbored feelings of resentment toward Mazarin, and he tried to accept the minister’s homage with politeness. Anne of Austria tried to read Mazarin’s expression to understand the reason for this unexpected visit, as the cardinal usually came to her quarters only after everyone else had left. The minister made a slight nod, prompting the queen to say to Madame Beauvais:

“It’s time for the king to go to bed; call Laporte.”

The queen had already told her son several times that it was time for him to sleep, and each time, Louis had coaxingly insisted on staying where he was. But now, he remained silent, turning pale and biting his lips in anger. A few moments later, Laporte entered the room. The child went straight to him without kissing his mother.

“Well, Louis,” said Anne, “why don’t you kiss me?”

“I thought you were angry with me, madame; you sent me away.”

“I didn’t send you away, but you’ve had the smallpox, and I’m worried that staying up late might tire you.”

“You weren’t worried about me getting tired when you ordered me to go to the palace today to pass those dreadful decrees that have incited the people to rebellion.”

“Sire!” interjected Laporte, trying to change the subject, “to whom would your majesty like me to give the candle?”

“To anyone, Laporte,” the child replied, then added loudly, “to anyone except Mancini.”

Mancini was a nephew of Mazarin and was as much disliked by Louis as the cardinal himself, despite being placed close to him by the minister.

The king left the room without embracing his mother or even acknowledging the cardinal with a bow.

“Good,” said Mazarin, “I’m pleased to see that His Majesty has been raised to despise dissimulation.”

“Why do you say that?” the queen asked, almost timidly. “It seems to me that his departure speaks for itself. Besides, he makes no effort to hide his lack of affection for me. Still, that doesn’t stop me from being completely devoted to his service, just as I am to yours.”

“I apologize on his behalf, Cardinal,” the queen continued. “He is just a child, still too young to understand his obligations to you.”

The cardinal smiled.

“But,” the queen added, “you must have come for an important reason.”

“What is it, then?”

Mazarin sank into a chair, his face reflecting deep sadness.

“It seems likely,” he replied, “that we will soon have to part ways unless you love me enough to follow me to Italy.”

“Why?” exclaimed the queen. “What do you mean?”

“Because, as they say in the opera of ‘Thisbe,’ ‘The whole world conspires to break our bonds.’”

“You’re joking, sir!” the queen responded, attempting to regain some of her former composure.

“Alas, I am not, madame,” Mazarin replied. “Listen carefully to what I say. The whole world conspires to break our bonds.”

“Now that you are part of the whole world, I mean to say that you too are abandoning me.”

“Cardinal!”

“Heavens! Did I not see you smiling the other day at the Duke of Orleans? Or rather, at what he said?”

“And what did he say?”

“He said this, madame: ‘Mazarin is a stumbling block. Send him away, and everything will be fine.’”

“What do you want me to do?”

“Oh, madame! You are the queen!”

“Queen, indeed! When I am at the mercy of every writer in the Palais Royal who fills waste paper with nonsense, or of every country squire in the kingdom.”

“Still, you have the power to send away anyone you dislike from your presence!”

“That is to say, those you do not like,” the queen replied.

“I can’t bear those people!”

“Yes, indeed. Who sent Madame de Chevreuse away after she had been persecuted for twelve years during the last reign?”

“A schemer who wanted to maintain the spirit of the cabal she had stirred up against M. de Richelieu.”

“Who dismissed Madame de Hautefort, that loyal friend who refused the king’s favor to stay by my side?”

“A prude who would tell you every night, as she helped you undress, that it was a sin to love a priest, as if being a cardinal made one a priest.”

“Who ordered the arrest of Monsieur de Beaufort?”

“A troublemaker whose constant refrain was his desire to assassinate me.”

“You see, Cardinal,” replied the queen, “your enemies are my enemies.”

“That’s not enough, madame; your friends must also be my friends.”

“My friends, monsieur?” The queen shook her head. “Alas, I no longer have any!”

“How is it that you have no friends in your prosperity when you had many in your adversity?”

“It’s because I forgot those old friends in my prosperity, monsieur. I acted like Queen Marie de Medicis, who, upon returning from her first exile, treated with disdain all those who had suffered for her. When she was exiled a second time, she died in Cologne, abandoned by everyone, even her own son.”

“Well, let’s see,” said Mazarin. “Isn’t there still time to fix this? Look among your friends, your oldest friends.”

“What do you mean, monsieur?”

“Nothing more than what I said—search.”

“Alas, I look around me in vain!”

“I have no influence with anyone. Monsieur is, as usual, swayed by his favorite; yesterday it was Choisy, today it is La Riviere, and tomorrow it will be someone else. Monsieur le Prince is guided by the coadjutor, who is in turn influenced by Madame de Guemenee.”

“Therefore, madame, I urge you to look not among your current friends, but among those from the past.”

“Among my friends from the past?” the queen asked.

“Yes, among those who helped you stand against the Duc de Richelieu and even defeat him.”

“What is he getting at?” the queen murmured, glancing uneasily at the cardinal.

“Yes,” the cardinal continued, “under certain circumstances, with that strong and clever mind you possess, and with the help of your friends, you were capable of resisting the attacks of that adversary.”

“I!” exclaimed the queen. “I only suffered, that is all.”

“Yes,” Mazarin replied, “as women do when they seek revenge.”

“Let’s get straight to the point. Do you know Monsieur de Rochefort?”

“He is one of my fiercest enemies and a loyal ally of Cardinal Richelieu.”

“I’m aware of that, and we sent him to the Bastille,” Mazarin replied.

“Is he free now?” the queen inquired.

“No, he’s still there. However, I mention him to introduce another name. Do you know Monsieur d’Artagnan?” he asked, fixing his gaze on the queen. Anne of Austria felt a surge of anxiety in her heart.

“Has the Gascon been indiscreet?” she murmured to herself, then said aloud:

“D’Artagnan! Wait a moment; that name sounds familiar. D’Artagnan! There was a musketeer who was in love with one of my ladies. Poor young woman! She was poisoned because of me.”

“That’s all you know about him?” asked Mazarin.

The queen looked at him, surprised. “It seems, sir,” she remarked, “that you are putting me through a cross-examination.”

“You answer as you wish,” replied Mazarin. “Tell me your desires, and I will fulfill them.”

The queen spoke with some impatience.

“Well, madame,” said Mazarin, bowing, “I ask that you share your friends with me, just as I have shared with you the modest skills and talents that Heaven has granted me. The situation is serious, and we must act quickly.”

“Still!” said the queen. “I thought we were finally rid of Monsieur de Beaufort.”

“Yes, you focused only on the torrent that threatened to sweep everything away, ignoring the calm waters beneath.”

“There is, however, a well-known French proverb about water that is calm.”

“Go on,” said the queen.

“Well, madame, not a day goes by without me facing insults from your princes and noble servants. They are like automatons, unaware that I am the one who winds the spring that makes them function. They fail to see that beneath my calm exterior lies the quiet contempt of a wounded and irritated man, who has sworn to himself that he will one day take control of them. We have arrested Monsieur de Beaufort, but he is the least of them. Then there is the Prince de Condé—”

“The hero of Rocroy. Are you considering him?”

“Yes, madame, often and often, but as we say in Italy, pazienza; next in line after Monsieur de Condé is the Duke of Orleans.”

“What are you saying? He is the first prince of the blood, the king’s uncle!”

“No! Not the first prince of the blood, nor the king’s uncle, but the base conspirator—the mastermind behind every plot—who pretends to lead those brave enough to believe in the honor of a prince of the blood. Not the prince closest to the throne, nor the king’s uncle, I repeat, but the murderer of Chalais, Montmorency, and Cinq-Mars, who is now playing the same game he played long ago, convinced he will win because he faces a new opponent—someone who smiles instead of threatening. But he is mistaken; I will not allow the queen to remain so close to that source of discord, which the late cardinal often used to provoke the king’s fury to a boiling point.”

Anne blushed and buried her face in her hands. “What am I to do?” she lamented, feeling crushed by her tyrant’s voice. “I must try to remember the names of those loyal servants who crossed the Channel, despite Monsieur de Richelieu, leaving a trail of blood along the roads they traveled to bring back to your majesty certain jewels you gave to Buckingham.”

Anne rose with a regal air, as if invigorated by a sudden strength, and looked at the cardinal with the proud dignity that had once made her so powerful in her youth.

“You are insulting me!” she declared.

“I wish,” continued Mazarin, attempting to finish the sentence that her sudden movement had interrupted, “I wish you would now do for your husband what you once did for your lover.”

“Again with that accusation!” cried the queen. “I thought that slander had been silenced or extinguished; you have spared me until now. But since you bring it up, let me tell you once and for all—”

“Madame, I do not need you to tell me,” said Mazarin, taken aback by her renewed courage.

“I will share everything with you,” Anne replied. “Listen: during that time, there were truly four devoted hearts, four loyal spirits, and four faithful swords that saved not just my life, but my honor as well—”

“Ah! So you admit it!” Mazarin exclaimed. “Is it only the guilty who have their honor at the mercy of others? Can’t women also be dishonored by mere appearances? Yes, the appearances were against me, and I was on the verge of suffering dishonor.”

“I swear I am not guilty, I swear it by—”

The queen glanced around for something sacred to swear upon. She retrieved a small rosewood coffer set in silver from a cupboard concealed in the tapestry and placed it on the altar.

“I swear,” she declared, “by these sacred relics that Buckingham was not my lover.”

“What relics are those that you swear by?” asked Mazarin, smiling. “I find it hard to believe.”

The queen removed a small golden key from around her neck and handed it to the cardinal.

“Open it, sir,” she said, “and see for yourself.”

Mazarin opened the coffer, revealing a rust-covered knife and two letters, one stained with blood. “What are these?” he inquired.

“What are these?” Anne replied, maintaining her regal composure as she extended her still-beautiful arm toward the open coffer. “These two letters are the only ones I ever wrote to him.” “This knife is the one Felton used to stab him. Read the letters and see if I have lied or spoken the truth.”

However, despite this permission, Mazarin chose not to read the letters. Instead, he picked up the knife that the dying Buckingham had pulled from his wound and sent to the queen via Laporte. The blade was stained red, the blood having turned to rust. After a brief examination, during which the queen turned as pale as the altar cloth she was leaning on, he placed the knife back into the coffer with an involuntary shudder.

“It is enough, madame; I believe your oath.”

“No, no, read,” the queen insisted, her indignation rising. “Read, I command you, for I am determined to settle this matter tonight, and I will never revisit this topic again. Do you think,” she added with a ghastly smile, “that I would want to open this coffer again to face any future accusations?”

Mazarin, swayed by her resolve, began to read the two letters. In one, the queen requested the return of her ornaments. This letter was delivered by D’Artagnan and arrived just in time. The other letter, however, was the one Laporte had given to the Duke of Buckingham, warning him of an impending assassination; that message came too late.

“It’s fortunate, madame,” said Mazarin, “such evidence cannot be disputed.”

“Sir,” replied the queen, closing the box and resting her hand on it, “if there’s anything to say, it’s that I have always been ungrateful to the brave men who saved me. I have given nothing to that gallant officer, D’Artagnan, whom you just mentioned, except for my hand to kiss and this diamond.”

As she spoke, she extended her beautiful hand to the cardinal, revealing a stunning diamond that sparkled on her finger.

“It seems,” she continued, “that he sold it—he sold it to save me once again, to send a messenger to the duke to warn him of his danger. He sold it to Monsieur des Essarts, from whom I noticed it. I bought it from him, but it rightfully belongs to D’Artagnan. Please return it to him, sir, and since you have such a man in your service, make use of him.”

“Thank you, madame,” replied Mazarin. “I will take your advice to heart.”

“And now,” the queen added, her voice trembling with emotion, “do you have any other questions for me?”

“None,” the cardinal replied in his most conciliatory tone, “except to ask for your forgiveness for my unfounded suspicions. I care for you so deeply that I can’t help but feel jealous, even about the past.”

A smile, difficult to define, crossed the queen’s lips.

“Since you have no more questions, please leave me,” she said. “After such an encounter, I need some time alone.”

Mazarin bowed deeply before her.

“I will take my leave, madame. May I return?”

“Yes, tomorrow.”

The cardinal took the queen’s hand and pressed it gallantly to his lips.

As soon as he left her, the queen went into her son’s room and asked Laporte if the king was in bed. Laporte pointed to the child, who was peacefully asleep. Anne approached the side of the bed and gently kissed her son’s serene forehead. Then, she quietly left, saying only to Laporte:

“Please, my dear Laporte, try to encourage the king to be more courteous to Monsieur le Cardinal, to whom both he and I owe significant obligations.”

# Chapter V: The Gascon and the Italian

Meanwhile, the cardinal returned to his own room. After asking Bernouin, who was standing at the door, if anything had happened during his absence and receiving a negative answer, he requested to be left alone. Once alone, he opened the door to the corridor and then the door to the antechamber.

D’Artagnan was asleep on a bench when the cardinal approached and gently touched his shoulder. Startled, D’Artagnan awoke and immediately stood up, presenting himself like a soldier at attention.

“Here I am,” he said. “Who calls me?”

“I do,” replied Mazarin, wearing his most charming smile.

“I apologize, your eminence,” D’Artagnan said, “but I was utterly exhausted—”

“Don’t apologize, monsieur,” Mazarin interrupted. “You wore yourself out in my service.”

D’Artagnan couldn’t help but admire Mazarin’s gracious demeanor.

“Ah,” he muttered under his breath, “is there any truth to the saying that fortune favors those who sleep?”

“Follow me, sir,” said Mazarin.

“Come now,” D’Artagnan murmured, “Rochefort has kept his promise, but where on earth is he?” He searched the cabinet thoroughly, even the smallest corners, but there was no sign of Rochefort.

“Monsieur d’Artagnan,” said the cardinal as he settled into an armchair, “you have always struck me as a brave and honorable man.”

“Perhaps,” D’Artagnan thought, “but it has taken him a long time to express his opinion.” Still, he bowed deeply in gratitude for Mazarin’s compliment.

“Well,” Mazarin continued, “the time has come to put your talents and courage to use.”

A flicker of joy lit up the officer’s eyes, but it quickly faded as he realized he had no idea what Mazarin was planning.

“At your command, my lord,” he replied. “I am ready to serve your eminence.”

“Monsieur d’Artagnan,” the cardinal went on, “you accomplished several remarkable feats during the last reign.”

“Your eminence is too kind to recall such trivial matters on my behalf. It’s true I fought with some success,” D’Artagnan replied.

“I’m not referring to your military achievements, sir,” Mazarin said. “While they earned you a good reputation, they were overshadowed by other deeds.”

D’Artagnan pretended to be surprised.

“Well, are you not going to respond?” Mazarin pressed on.

“I’m waiting, my lord, for you to clarify which exploits you’re referring to.”

“I’m talking about the adventure—Ah, you know exactly what I mean.”

“Alas, no, my lord!” D’Artagnan replied, taken aback.

“You are quite discreet—so much the better. I’m referring to that adventure on behalf of the queen, concerning the jewels, and the journey you took with three of your friends.”

“Aha!” thought the Gascon; “is this a trap or not? I must be cautious.”

He adopted an expression of confusion that even Mendori or Bellerose, two of the leading actors of the time, would have envied.

“Bravo!” exclaimed Mazarin; “I was told you were the man I needed."

"Come, let us see what you can do for me."

"I will do everything your eminence commands," was the reply.

"You will do for me what you did for the queen?"

"Certainly," D’Artagnan thought to himself, "he wants me to reveal something. He’s no more clever than De Richelieu was! Curse him!" Then he said aloud:

"The queen, my lord? I don’t understand."

"You don’t understand that I want you and your three friends to be of assistance to me?"

"Which of my friends, my lord?"

"Your three friends—the ones from the past."

"From the past, my lord! In those days, I had not just three friends; I had thirty. At twenty-two, everyone seems like a friend."

"Well, sir," Mazarin replied, "prudence is admirable, but today you might regret being too cautious."

"My lord, Pythagoras made his disciples remain silent for five years to learn how to control their speech."

"But you have been silent for twenty years, sir."

“Now, the queen herself releases you from your promise,” Mazarin said.

“The queen!” D’Artagnan exclaimed, his astonishment genuine this time.

“Yes, the queen! And to prove my words, she instructed me to show you this diamond, which she believes you recognize.”

With that, Mazarin extended his hand to D’Artagnan, who sighed as he recognized the ring that the queen had so graciously given him on the night of the ball at the Hôtel de Ville, a ring she had later repurchased from Monsieur des Essarts.

“It’s true. I remember that diamond well; it belonged to the queen.”

“Then you see that I speak to you in the queen

# Chapter VI: D’Artagnan at Forty

Years have passed, and many events have unfolded since we last encountered D’Artagnan in our tale, “The Three Musketeers.”

12 Rue des Fossoyeurs. D’Artagnan had not failed in his career, but circumstances had not been in his favor. As long as he was surrounded by his friends, he maintained his youthful spirit and the poetry of his character. He was one of those noble, open-hearted individuals who easily adapt to the personalities of those around him. Athos instilled in him a sense of greatness, Porthos filled him with enthusiasm, and Aramis added a touch of elegance. If D’Artagnan had continued his close friendship with these three men, he would have become a truly remarkable person.

Athos was the first to leave, choosing to retreat to a small property he had inherited near Blois. Porthos followed, marrying the wife of an attorney, while Aramis, the third, decided to take holy orders and become an abbé. From that moment on, D’Artagnan felt a profound sense of loneliness and helplessness. He lacked the courage to pursue a career where his success depended on the unique gifts each of his three friends had. Despite his commission in the musketeers, D’Artagnan felt utterly isolated.

For a while, the sweet memory of Madame Bonancieux added a poetic touch to his character, though this was fleeting; like all memories, it gradually faded. Life in the garrison can take its toll, even on the most refined individuals, and over time, D’Artagnan, always in camp, always on horseback, and always stationed, became what many would call a typical soldier. His early refinement of character was not lost; in fact, it grew even stronger. However, it was now focused on the smaller aspects of life—the soldier's existence—centered on a comfortable place to stay, a hearty meal, and a welcoming hostess.

D’Artagnan found several appealing advantages in the Rue Tiquetonne at the sign of the Roe. Ever since he settled into that hotel, the innkeeper's wife—a lovely and youthful Flemish woman around twenty-five or twenty-six—had taken a particular interest in him. After a series of romantic encounters, frequently complicated by her inconvenient husband, who D’Artagnan had pretended to duel with on several occasions, the husband mysteriously vanished one fine morning. He had secretly sold off some fine wine and left with a stash of money and jewels. Many believed he was dead, especially his wife, who took comfort in the idea of being a widow and firmly insisted that death had claimed him.

After three years of a relationship that D’Artagnan had carefully nurtured—finding both his bed and his mistress increasingly enjoyable, each enhancing the other—she developed the surprising desire to become his wife and proposed that he marry her. “Oh, no!” D’Artagnan replied. “Bigamy, my dear!”

“Come now, you don’t really wish that, do you?”
“But he is dead; I’m certain of it.”
“He was quite a contrary fellow and might return just to have us hanged.”
“Fine, if he comes back, you’ll kill him. You’re so skilled and brave.”
“Goodness! My dear, that’s just another way to get hanged.”
“So you refuse my request?”
“Of course I do—vehemently!”

The lovely landlady was heartbroken. She would have taken D’Artagnan not just as her husband, but as her deity; he was so handsome and had such a fierce mustache. Then, around the fourth year, came the expedition to Franche-Comté. D’Artagnan was assigned to it and began making his preparations to leave.

There was great sorrow, endless tears, and solemn vows of loyalty, all from the hostess. D’Artagnan, however, was too noble to make any promises; he intended only to do everything in his power to enhance his own glory. We know of D’Artagnan’s bravery; he willingly faced danger, and while leading his company into battle, he was struck in the chest by a bullet, leaving him collapsed on the battlefield. He was seen falling from his horse and was not observed getting back up, so everyone assumed he was dead, especially those who stood to gain from his demise. People are quick to believe what they want to believe. In the army, from the division generals who wish for the death of the general-in-chief to the soldiers hoping for the corporals' downfall, everyone always seems to desire someone’s death.

D’Artagnan was not the type to let himself be easily defeated. After lying unconscious on the battlefield throughout the heat of the day, the coolness of the night revived him. He made his way to a nearby village, knocked on the door of the finest house, and was welcomed as any wounded person would be in France. He was cared for, nurtured, and healed. One bright morning, feeling healthier than ever, he set off for France. Upon arriving, he headed straight for Paris and, once there, made his way to Rue Tiquetonne. However, when D’Artagnan entered his room, he found it furnished with a complete set of personal belongings—everything except for a sword—neatly arranged along the wall.

“He has returned,” he said. “That’s both unfortunate and fortunate!”

It goes without saying that D’Artagnan was still preoccupied with thoughts of the husband. He asked around and learned that the servants were new and that the mistress had gone out for a walk. “Alone?” D’Artagnan inquired. “With monsieur,” came the reply.

“So, monsieur has returned, then?”
“Of course,” the servant replied innocently. “If I had any money,” D’Artagnan thought to himself, “I would leave; but I don’t have any.”

"I must remain and heed my hostess's advice while also thwarting the unwelcome intentions of this unexpected visitor."

He had just finished this monologue—which shows that in critical moments, a monologue feels entirely natural—when the servant girl, peering through the door, suddenly exclaimed:

"Look! Here comes madame with monsieur."

D’Artagnan glanced outside and saw his hostess at the corner of Rue Montmartre, walking arm in arm with a towering Swiss man. The way he tiptoed with an air of grandeur reminded D’Artagnan of his old friend Porthos. "Is that monsieur?" D’Artagnan wondered to himself. "Oh! Oh!"

"He seems to have grown quite a bit," she remarked. He then took a seat in the hall, choosing a prominent spot. When the hostess entered and saw D’Artagnan, she let out a small gasp. Realizing he had been recognized, D’Artagnan quickly stood, rushed over to her, and embraced her warmly. The Swiss, looking bewildered, stared at the hostess, who had gone pale. "Ah, it’s you, sir! What do you want from me?" she asked, clearly distressed. "Is he your cousin?"

“Is that man your brother?” D’Artagnan asked, completely unembarrassed in his role. Without waiting for her response, he threw himself into the arms of the Helvetian, who received him with noticeable coldness. “Who is that man?” he inquired. The hostess could only manage a few gasps in reply. “Who is that Swiss?” D’Artagnan pressed on. “He’s going to marry me,” the hostess replied, struggling to catch her breath.

"Is your husband finally dead?"
"How is that any of your business?" the Swiss replied.
"It concerns me greatly," D'Artagnan said, "since you cannot marry Madame without my consent, and—"
"And what if you don't give it?" the Swiss interrupted.
"I won't give it," D'Artagnan stated firmly.

The Swiss's face turned as red as a peony. He stood tall in his elegant uniform, while D'Artagnan was wrapped in a simple gray cloak. The Swiss towered over D'Artagnan, who was only about five feet tall. Feeling secure in his own territory, the Swiss regarded D'Artagnan as an unwelcome intruder.

"Will you leave this place?" the Swiss demanded, stamping his foot in frustration, clearly beginning to lose his temper.

“Me? Not at all!” D’Artagnan exclaimed. “Someone has to go for help,” said a young man, unable to understand how this small man could stand up to someone so much larger. In a sudden burst of anger, D’Artagnan grabbed the young man by the ear and pulled him aside, saying:

“Stay right where you are and don’t move, or I’ll rip this ear off. And as for you, illustrious descendant of William Tell, gather your clothes from my room, which are bothering me, and quickly find another place to stay.”

The Swiss burst into loud laughter. “I’m supposed to leave?” he said. “Why?” “Ah, very well!” D’Artagnan replied. “I see you understand French. Come, take a walk with me, and I’ll explain.”

The hostess, aware of D’Artagnan's skill with a sword, began to weep and tear at her hair. D’Artagnan turned to her and said, “Then send him away, madame.”
“Pfft!” the Swiss exclaimed, taking a moment to grasp D’Artagnan’s challenge. “Who are you to ask me to take a walk with you?”

“I am a lieutenant in His Majesty’s Musketeers,” D’Artagnan stated, “and therefore your superior in every way. However, since this matter isn’t about rank but about quarters—you know the custom—come and find yours. The first to return will claim the room.”

Despite the hostess's protests, D’Artagnan led the Swiss away. Deep down, she felt a lingering affection for her former lover, even as she wished to teach a lesson to the arrogant musketeer who had rejected her advances.

By the time the two adversaries reached the battleground, it was night. D’Artagnan politely asked the Swiss to concede the disputed chamber, but the Swiss shook his head defiantly and drew his sword.

“Then you will lie here,” D’Artagnan said. “It’s a miserable bed, but that’s not my fault; you chose it.” With that, he drew his sword and engaged his opponent. He faced a strong adversary, but his agility surpassed raw strength. The Swiss received two wounds without even realizing it due to the cold. However, the weakness from blood loss soon forced him to sit down. “See?” D’Artagnan remarked. “What did I tell you? Fortunately, you won’t be out of commission for more than a fortnight.”

"Stay here, and I'll have the boy bring you your clothes. Goodbye! Oh, and you should consider lodging at the Chat Qui Pelote on Rue Montorgueil. You'll be well-fed there, assuming the hostess is still the same. Farewell."

With that, he returned to his room in high spirits and sent the Swiss the belongings that were his. The boy found him sitting exactly where D’Artagnan had left him, still taken aback by the indifference of his opponent.

The boy, the hostess, and everyone in the house regarded D’Artagnan with the same admiration one might have for Hercules if he were to return to earth to undertake his twelve labors once more. However, when he found himself alone with the hostess, he said, “Now, dear Madeleine, you know the difference between a Swiss and a gentleman. As for you, you have behaved like a barmaid. That's unfortunate for you, as your actions have cost you my respect and my support. I drove away the Swiss to make a point, but I will not stay here any longer. I refuse to sleep in a place where I must hold you in disdain.”

"Hey there, boy! Please take my suitcase to the Muid d’Amour on Rue des Bourdonnais. Goodbye, madame."

As he spoke, D’Artagnan exuded both a sense of grandeur and sorrow. The hostess fell to her knees before him, begged for his forgiveness, and held him back with a gentle insistence. What more is there to say? The spit turned, the stove crackled, and the lovely Madeleine wept. D’Artagnan found himself overwhelmed by hunger, cold, and love.

He had granted his pardon, and after doing so, he remained in place. This explains how D’Artagnan found himself living on Rue Tiquetonne, at the Hotel de la Chevrette. As he returned home, he was deep in thought, feeling a certain thrill in carrying Mazarin’s bag of money while recalling the magnificent diamond he had once owned, now adorning the minister's finger that very night. “If that diamond ever comes back into my possession,” he mused, “I would quickly sell it and use the money to purchase some land around my father's chateau. It’s a lovely place, but it has no land to speak of, just a garden about the size of the Cemetery des Innocents. I would wait in all my glory for a wealthy heiress, drawn to my good looks, to come along and marry me. Then, I would want to have three sons: the first a nobleman like Athos, the second a brave soldier like Porthos, and the third a wise abbé like Aramis. Indeed!

"That would be a far better life than the one I lead now; but Monsieur Mazarin is a selfish wretch who refuses to part with his diamond for my benefit."

As he entered Rue Tiquetonne, he heard a tremendous commotion and found a large crowd gathered near a house. "What’s going on?" he wondered. "Is the hotel on fire?" However, as he approached the Hôtel de la Roe, he realized that the crowd was actually gathered in front of the neighboring building. People were shouting and running around with torches. By the light of one of these torches, D’Artagnan spotted men in uniform. Curious, he asked what was happening. He learned that twenty citizens, led by one man, had attacked a carriage that was being escorted by a troop of the cardinal’s bodyguard. However, reinforcements had arrived, forcing the attackers to flee, and the leader had taken refuge in the hotel next to his lodgings. The house was now being searched.

In his youth, D’Artagnan often led the bourgeoisie against the military, but he had outgrown those impulsive tendencies. Besides, he had the cardinal’s hundred pistoles in his pocket, so he entered the hotel without a word. Inside, he found Madeleine worried about his safety and eager to share the events of the evening, but he interrupted her, instructing her to bring his supper to his room along with a bottle of good Burgundy. He took his key and candle and headed upstairs to his bedroom.

He had chosen to stay on the fourth floor for the convenience of the hotel, and to be honest, his room was situated just above the gutter and below the roof. Upon entering, his first priority was to secure his bag of money in an old bureau with a new lock. Once supper was ready, he dismissed the waiter who brought it up and sat down to eat, determined not to dwell on what had just happened.

No, D’Artagnan believed that things are never done well unless they are reserved for the right moment. He was hungry, so he had dinner and went to bed. He was not one of those who think that the necessary silence of the night brings clarity. Instead, he slept soundly at night, and in the morning, feeling refreshed and calm, he found his thoughts clearer than ever. It had been a while since he had any reason for his morning inspiration, but he always enjoyed a full night’s sleep. At daybreak, he woke up and took a stroll around his room.

“In '43,” he said, “just before the death of the late cardinal, I received a letter from Athos. Where was I at that time? Let me recall. Ah! I was in the trenches during the siege of Besançon. He mentioned—let me remember—what was it?”

He was living on a small estate—but where? I was just reading the name of the place when the wind blew my letter away, likely to the Spaniards. There's no point in dwelling on Athos any longer. Now, regarding Porthos, I also received a letter from him. He invited me to a hunting party on his property in September 1646. Unfortunately, I was in Bearn at the time due to my father's death, and the letter followed me there. I had already left Bearn when it arrived, and I didn't receive it until April 1647. Since the invitation was for September 1646, I was unable to accept it.

“Let me find that letter; it should be among my title deeds.”

D’Artagnan opened an old chest in the corner of the room, filled with parchments related to an estate that had been lost to his family for two hundred years. He let out a joyful exclamation upon spotting Porthos's distinctive handwriting, along with some lines penned by his devoted wife. Eagerly, D’Artagnan searched for the letter's heading; it was dated from the Chateau du Vallon. Porthos had neglected to include any other address, believing that everyone must know the Chateau du Vallon. “Curse that vain fellow,” D’Artagnan muttered. “Still, I should track him down first, since he surely doesn’t need money.”

Athos must have turned into a fool by now from all the drinking. Aramis must have exhausted himself to a mere shadow of his former self from constant bowing.

He glanced back at the letter and noticed a postscript:

“I’m writing to our good friend Aramis at his convent.”

“At his convent? Which convent? There are about two hundred in Paris and three thousand in France. And who knows, maybe he changed his name when he entered the convent. Ah! If I were more knowledgeable in theology, I would remember the debates he used to have with the curate of Montdidier and the head of the Jesuits when we were at Crevecoeur. I would understand his doctrinal leanings and, from that, deduce which saint he has chosen as his patron.

"Well, what if I went back to the cardinal and asked him for a passport to visit all the convents, even the nunneries? It could be an interesting idea, and perhaps I would find my friend there under the name of Achilles

# Chapter VIII: D’Artagnan, Going to a Distance to Discover Aramis

D’Artagnan, on a mission to find Aramis, entered the inn and noticed a man sitting by the fire in a corner. It was Planchet, but he looked so changed in the old clothes left behind by the departing husband that D’Artagnan could barely recognize him. Madeleine introduced him in front of all the servants. Planchet greeted the officer with a charming Flemish phrase, to which the officer responded with words that seemed to belong to no language at all. Nevertheless, the agreement was made, and Madeleine’s brother joined D’Artagnan’s service. D’Artagnan quickly refined his plan.

He decided not to go to Noisy during the day, fearing he might be recognized. This left him with plenty of time, since Noisy is only three or four leagues from Paris along the road to Meaux. He began his day with a hearty breakfast—not the best idea for someone who needs to think, but a smart move for someone preparing for physical work. Around two o'clock, he had his two horses saddled and, accompanied by Planchet, left Paris through the Barrière de la Villette. A vigorous search was still underway at the house near the Hôtel de la Chevrette to find Planchet. About a league and a half from the city, D’Artagnan realized, in his impatience, that he had set out too early, so he stopped to let the horses rest. The tavern was full of rough-looking individuals who seemed ready to go out on some nighttime job. A man wrapped in a cloak appeared at the door, but seeing a stranger, he signaled to his companions, and two men who were drinking inside the inn went out to speak with him.

D’Artagnan approached the landlady and complimented her wine, which was a dreadful concoction from Montreuil. She informed him that there were only two notable houses in the village: one belonged to the Archbishop of Paris and was currently occupied by his niece, the Duchess of Longueville; the other was a Jesuit convent, which was not unusual for these respected fathers.

At four o’clock, D’Artagnan resumed his journey, proceeding slowly and lost in thought. Planchet was also deep in contemplation, though their thoughts did not match. A single word from the landlady had shifted D’Artagnan’s reflections—this was the name of Madame de Longueville. That name was certainly one to spark the imagination and provoke deeper thought.

Madame de Longueville was one of the most esteemed women in the country and also one of the greatest beauties at court. She was once rumored to have had a close relationship with Coligny, who was killed in a duel in the Place Royale by the Duc de Guise, partly because of her influence. Now, she was politically aligned with the Prince de Marsillac, the eldest son of the old Duc de Rochefoucauld, whom she was trying to pit against her brother-in-law, the Duc de Condé, whom she now despised.

D’Artagnan pondered these things. He remembered how often he had seen the dazzling Madame de Longueville at the Louvre, her beauty shining as she passed by him. He thought of Aramis, who, though he had no greater advantages than himself, had once been the lover of Madame de Chevreuse, a woman who had held a similar position at a previous court. D’Artagnan wondered why some people seem able to achieve all their desires—whether in ambition or love—while others, thanks to chance, bad luck, or some personal flaw, find themselves only halfway toward fulfilling their hopes and dreams.

He was admitting to himself that he belonged to the latter, less fortunate group when Planchet came up to him and said:

"I’ll bet you, sir, that we’re thinking of the same thing."

"I doubt it, Planchet," replied D’Artagnan. "What are you thinking?"

"I’m thinking about those desperate-looking men we saw drinking at the inn where we stopped."

"Always cautious, Planchet."

"It’s instinct, sir."

"Well, what does your instinct tell you now?"

"Sir, my instinct told me those men were gathered there for some evil purpose. I was reflecting on this in the darkest corner of the stable when a man wrapped in a cloak entered, followed by two others."

"Ah, I see!" said D’Artagnan, confirming that Planchet’s account matched his own observations. "Go on."

"One of the two men said, 'He must be at Noisy or on his way there this evening; I’ve seen his servant.'

"'Are you sure?' asked the man in the cloak. 'Yes, my prince,' came the reply."

"My prince!" D’Artagnan interrupted.

"Yes, 'my prince;' but listen. The other man said, 'If he’s here, let’s decide what to do with him.'

"'What to do with him?' asked the prince. 'Yes, he’s not someone who will be taken easily; he’ll fight back.'

"'Well, we must try to capture him alive.'"

“Do you have ropes to bind him and a gag to silence him?”

“Yes, we do.”

“Remember that he’ll likely be disguised as a horseman.”

“Of course, my lord; there’s no need to worry.”

“And I will be there.”

“You will guarantee us that justice—”

“Yes, yes! I guarantee that,” the prince replied. “Very well, we’ll do our best.” With that, they left the stable.

“Well, what does any of this matter to us?” D’Artagnan said. “This is just another everyday attempt.”

“Are you sure we’re not the targets?”

“We? Why would we be?”

“Think about what they said. ‘I have seen his servant,’ one of them mentioned, which could easily refer to me.”

“And?”

“Then the other added, ‘He must be at Noisy or on his way there this evening,’ which fits you perfectly.”

“What else?”

“Then the prince remarked, ‘Take note that he will probably be disguised as a cavalier,’ which leaves little room for doubt, since you’re dressed as a cavalier and not as a musketeer.”

"Well then, what do you think of that?"

"Alas, my dear Planchet," D’Artagnan sighed, "we’re no longer in an era where princes would go out of their way to have me assassinated. Those were the good old days; rest assured, these people have no grudge against us."

"Are you sure?"

"I can guarantee they do not."

"Then let’s not talk about it anymore," Planchet replied, taking his place at D’Artagnan’s side with the unwavering confidence he had always had in his master, a trust that even fifteen years apart could not diminish. They had traveled about half a mile when Planchet leaned in closer to D’Artagnan. "Stop, sir, look over there," he whispered. "Don’t you see something moving in the darkness, like shadows? I think I hear horses’ hooves."

"Impossible!" D’Artagnan replied.

“The ground is soaking wet; yet I think, as you said, I see something.”

At that moment, the neighing of a horse reached his ears, echoing through the darkness. “There are men nearby, but that’s of no concern to us,” D’Artagnan said. “Let’s keep going.”

Around half-past eight, they arrived at the first houses in Noisy; everyone was in bed, and not a single light was visible in the village. The darkness was broken only here and there by the dark outlines of rooftops. A dog barked behind a door, or a frightened cat darted away from the pavement to hide behind a pile of firewood, its eyes glowing like tiny embers. These were the only signs of life in the village. In the center of town, dominating the main square, stood a large dark mass, separated from the rest by two narrow lanes and shadowed by huge lime trees in front.

D’Artagnan studied the building carefully. “This,” he said to Planchet, “must be the archbishop’s chateau, the residence of the beautiful Madame de Longueville. But where is the convent?”

“The convent, sir, is at the other end of the village; I know it well.”

“Then, Planchet, ride over there while I adjust my horse’s girth, and come back to tell me if there’s a light in any of the Jesuits’ windows.”

About five minutes later, Planchet returned. “Sir,” he reported, “one of the convent windows is lit.”

“Hmm! If I were a ‘Frondeur,’” D’Artagnan mused, “I would knock here and be sure of a good supper. If I were a monk, I would knock over there and enjoy a fine meal as well. Meanwhile, it’s likely that, between the castle and the convent, we’ll end up sleeping on hard beds, both hungry and thirsty.”

“Yes,” Planchet added, “just like Buridan’s famous donkey. Should I knock?”

“Wait!” D’Artagnan replied. “The light in that window has just gone out.”

“Do you hear anything?” Planchet whispered.

“What’s that noise?”

Suddenly, a sound like a whirlwind erupted as two groups of horsemen, each consisting of ten men, galloped out from the lanes surrounding the house, encircling D’Artagnan and Planchet. “What’s happening?” shouted D’Artagnan, drawing his sword and taking cover behind his horse. “Are you sure you’re after us?”

“There he is! We’ve got him!” yelled the horsemen, rushing at D’Artagnan with their swords drawn. “Don’t let him get away!” ordered a loud voice. “No, my lord; don’t worry, we won’t.”

D’Artagnan realized it was his turn to join the conversation.

“Hello, gentlemen!” he called out in his Gascon accent. “What do you want? What are you after?”

“You’ll find out soon enough,” shouted a chorus of horsemen.

“Stop, stop!” cried the man they had called “my lord.” “That’s not his voice.”

“Ah! Just so, gentlemen! So people really get worked up for nothing in Noisy? Take care, because I warn you: the first man who comes within reach of my sword—believe me, my sword is long—I will cut down.”

The leader of the group approached.

“What are you doing here?” he asked in a commanding tone, as if he were used to giving orders.

“And you—what are you doing here?” D’Artagnan replied.

“Be respectful, or I’ll have to teach you a lesson; even if one doesn’t reveal their identity, they still deserve respect according to their rank.”

“You’re hiding your identity because you’re leading an ambush,” D’Artagnan shot back. “But I, traveling quietly with my servant, have no reason to hide my name.”

“Enough! What is your name?”

“I’ll tell you my name so you know where to find me, my lord, or my prince, whichever you prefer,” said the Gascon, refusing to show fear. “Do you know Monsieur d’Artagnan?”

“Lieutenant in the king’s musketeers?” came the voice. “You are Monsieur d’Artagnan?”

“I am.”

“Then you came here to defend him?”

“Him?

“Whom?”

“The man we are searching for.”

“It looks,” D’Artagnan said, “as if I thought I was heading to Noisy, but I’ve wandered into a realm of mysteries.”

“Come,” the voice replied haughtily, “answer! Are you waiting for him under these windows? Did you come to Noisy to defend him?”

“I’m not waiting for anyone,” D’Artagnan answered, growing irritated. “I intend to defend no one but myself, and I’ll do that well, just so you know.”

“Very well,” said the voice. “Leave this place and let us handle it.”

“Leave this place?” D’Artagnan exclaimed, resisting the order. “That won’t be easy, since I’m about to fall and my horse is exhausted too—unless, of course, you’re offering me supper and a bed nearby.”

“Scoundrel!”

“Hey! Sir!” D’Artagnan replied, “I suggest you mind your language. If you say anything like that again—whether you’re a marquis, duke, prince, or king—I will make you swallow it! Do you understand?”

“Well, well,” the leader said, “there’s no doubt this is a Gascon speaking, and therefore not the man we’re looking for.”

"Our plan has failed for tonight; let’s retreat. We shall meet again, Master d’Artagnan," the leader said, raising his voice.

"Yes, but never under the same circumstances," D’Artagnan replied mockingly. "When you see me again, you may be alone and it will be daylight."

"Very good, very good," the voice answered. "Let’s go, gentlemen."

The group, grumbling in frustration, melted into the darkness as they made their way back to Paris. D’Artagnan and Planchet stayed on guard for a few minutes longer; then, as the sound of the horsemen faded away, they sheathed their swords.

"You see, simpleton," D’Artagnan said to his servant, "they meant us no harm."

"But who, then?"

"Indeed!

"I neither know nor care. What matters to me now is getting into the Jesuits’ convent. So let’s get on our horses and head over there. Whatever happens, let the devil take them; they can’t eat us."

With that, he mounted his horse. Just as Planchet did the same, an unexpected weight landed on the back of his horse, causing it to sink. "Hey! Your honor!" Planchet cried. "There’s a man behind me!"

D’Artagnan turned and clearly saw two figures on Planchet’s horse.

“Then it’s the devil himself after us!” he cried, drawing his sword and preparing to fight. “No, no, dear D’Artagnan,” replied the figure, “it’s not the devil; it’s Aramis. Ride quickly, Planchet, and when you reach the end of the village, turn sharply to the left.”

With Aramis behind him, Planchet galloped away, closely followed by D’Artagnan, who began to feel as if he were caught in a whimsical dream.

# Chapter IX: The Abbé D’Herblay

At the edge of the village, Planchet turned left as Aramis had instructed and stopped beneath a window that was lit. Aramis dismounted and clapped his hands three times. The window opened, and a rope ladder was lowered. “My friend,” Aramis said, “if you’d like to climb up, I’d be delighted to welcome you.”

“Ah,” D’Artagnan replied, “is that how you get back to your room?”

“After nine at night, certainly!” Aramis exclaimed. “The convent rules are quite strict.”

“Forgive me, my dear friend,” D’Artagnan said, “but I think you just said, ‘certainly!’”

“Did I?” Aramis smiled. “It’s possible. You have no idea how easy it is to pick up bad habits in these dreary convents, or what suspicious company all these clergymen make, with whom I’m forced to live. But won’t you come up?”

“Please, go before me,” D’Artagnan insisted.

“As the late cardinal used to say to the late king, ‘only to show you the way, sire.’” Aramis quickly climbed the ladder and reached the window in no time at all. D’Artagnan followed, but with much less grace, clearly unused to this method of entry.

“Forgive me,” Aramis said, noticing his awkwardness. “If I had known you were coming, I would have fetched the gardener’s ladder; this one is fine for me alone.”

“Sir,” Planchet called when he saw D’Artagnan at the top of the ladder, “this is easy for Monsieur Aramis, and even for you; in an emergency, I could manage to climb up as well, but my two horses can’t make it up the ladder.”

“Take them to that shed over there,” Aramis said, pointing to a low building in the field. “You’ll find hay and straw there for them. Then come back here and clap your hands three times, and we’ll bring you wine and food.”

"Indeed, people don’t starve here."

With that, Aramis drew in the ladder and closed the window. D’Artagnan then looked over the room with keen interest. Never before had he seen such a space that felt both so military and so elegant. Trophies were hung in every corner, displaying a variety of swords, while the walls were graced by four large portraits: Cardinal de Lorraine, Cardinal de Richelieu, Cardinal de la Valette, and the Archbishop of Bordeaux, all depicted in their usual military dress.

From the outside, nothing about the room hinted it belonged to an abbé. The curtains were damask, the carpets came from Alençon, and the bed, especially, looked like one fit for a lady, with its delicate lace trimmings and embroidered coverlet—hardly what you’d expect for someone swearing off the pleasures of this world.

“You’re inspecting my rooms,” Aramis said. “Ah, my dear friend, forgive me; I’m living like a hermit. But what exactly are you looking for?”

“I’m trying to figure out who let down the ladder. I didn’t see anyone, and yet ladders don’t lower themselves.”

“No, that was Bazin.”

“Ah! I see!” D’Artagnan replied. “But,” Aramis continued, “Bazin is well-trained. Noticing that I wasn’t alone, he wisely stepped back.”

“Please, have a seat, my dear friend, and let’s chat.” Aramis gestured toward a large armchair, and D’Artagnan settled into it comfortably. “First, will you join me for dinner?” Aramis asked.

“Yes, if you really want me to,” D’Artagnan replied, “I’d be happy to; traveling has given me quite the appetite.”

“Ah, my poor friend!” Aramis said. “You’ll find the meal rather modest; you weren’t expected.”

“Am I to face the infamous Crevecoeur omelet?” D’Artagnan joked.

“Oh, let’s hope,” Aramis replied, “that with a little help from God and Bazin, we can find something better in the good Jesuit fathers’ pantry. Bazin, my friend, come here.”

The door opened, and Bazin came in. Seeing the musketeer, he gasped, almost in despair. “My dear Bazin,” D’Artagnan said, “I’m impressed by how calmly you can lie, even inside a church!”

“Sir,” Bazin replied, “the good Jesuit fathers have taught me that it’s acceptable to tell an untruth when it serves a good purpose.”

“Well said,” Aramis responded. “But we’re starving. Please prepare us the best dinner you can, and don’t forget some good wine.”

Bazin bowed deeply, sighed, and left the room.

“Now that we’re alone, dear Aramis,” D’Artagnan said, “tell me how on earth you ended up on the back of Planchet’s horse.”

“Honestly!” Aramis replied, “as you can see, I came from Heaven.”

“Heaven?” D’Artagnan shook his head. “You don’t look like you came from there any more than you look like you’re bound there now.”

“My friend,” Aramis said, adopting a foolish expression D’Artagnan had never seen on him in their musketeer days, “if I didn’t come from Heaven, I was at least leaving Paradise, which is almost the same.”

“Well, here’s a mystery for the scholars,” D’Artagnan said. “They’ve never agreed on the location of Paradise. Some say it’s on Mount Ararat, others say it lies between the Tigris and Euphrates. Seems they’ve been looking far and wide, while really it’s quite close. Paradise is at Noisy le Sec, on the site of the archbishop’s chateau. People don’t leave through the door, but out the window; you don’t go down a marble staircase, but descend a lime tree. And the angel with the flaming sword guarding this paradise has swapped the name Gabriel for the title of Prince de Marsillac.”

Aramis burst into laughter. “You’ve always been a lively companion, my dear D’Artagnan,” he said. “Your witty Gascon imagination is still sharp. There’s some truth to what you say; but don’t get the wrong idea—I am not in love with Madame de Longueville.”

“Come now! I can’t believe that.”

"After being in love with Madame de Chevreuse for so long, you wouldn’t dare offer your heart to her sworn enemy!"

"Yes," replied Aramis, with a distant look. "Yes, that poor duchess! I once cared for her deeply, and to be fair, she was very helpful to us. In the end, she had to leave France. That relentless enemy, that damned cardinal," Aramis continued, glancing at the portrait of the old minister. "He even ordered her arrest and would have executed her if she hadn’t escaped with her maid—poor Kitty! I’ve heard she had a strange encounter in some village with a priest, who, thinking she was a gentleman, offered to share his one room with her."

She was exceptionally good at disguising herself as a man, dear Marie; I know only one other woman who can do it as well. So they wrote a song about her: ‘*Laboissiere, dis moi*.’ You know it, don’t you?”

“No, please sing it for me.”

Aramis obliged instantly, singing the song with great enthusiasm. “Bravo!” said D’Artagnan, “you sing beautifully, dear Aramis. It seems singing masses hasn’t harmed your voice at all.”

“My dear D’Artagnan,” replied Aramis, “when I was a musketeer, I avoided guard duty as much as possible; now that I’m an abbé, I say as few masses as I can. But let’s get back to our duchess.”

“Which one—the Duchess de Chevreuse or the Duchess de Longueville?”

“Have I not already told you there’s nothing between me and the Duchess de Longueville? Just a bit of harmless flirting, and nothing more.”

“No, I was talking about the Duchess de Chevreuse. Did you see her after she came back from Brussels, after the king’s death?”

“Yes, she’s still beautiful.”

“Yes,” Aramis replied, “I saw her around that time as well. I offered her some good advice, but she ignored it. I warned her that Mazarin was having an affair with Anne of Austria. She wouldn’t believe me, insisting that she knew Anne well enough to know she was too proud for such a shallow man. After that, she joined the group led by the Duke of Beaufort, and that ‘dandy’ had De Beaufort arrested and banished Madame de Chevreuse.”

“You know,” D’Artagnan added, “she’s been allowed to come back to France?”

“Yes, she has, and will likely find herself in some new mess.”

“Oh, maybe this time she’ll listen to you.”

“Well, this time,” Aramis replied, “I haven’t seen her; she’s changed a lot.”

“In that respect, you’re not like her, my dear Aramis. You’re still the same; you have your beautiful dark hair, your elegant figure, your delicate hands—all perfect for a clergyman.”

“Yes,” Aramis acknowledged, “I take good care of myself. But do you realize I’m getting old?”

“I’m almost thirty-seven,” he said.

“Now, Aramis,” D’Artagnan smiled as he went on, “since we’re reunited, let’s agree—what age shall we claim from now on?”

“How do you mean?”

“In the past, I was your junior by two or three years, and if I remember right, I’ve just turned forty.”

“Really? Then I must be the one mistaken—you’ve always been good with dates. By that, I must be at least forty-three. Good heavens! Don’t let anyone at the Hotel Rambouillet know; it would ruin my reputation,” replied the abbé.

“Don’t worry,” D’Artagnan assured him.

“I never go there.”

“And what on earth is that fool Bazin doing?” Aramis exclaimed. “Bazin! Hurry up, you rascal; we’re starving here!”

Just then, Bazin entered, carrying a bottle in each hand. “Finally,” said Aramis, “are we all set?”

“Yes, monsieur, everything's ready,” Bazin replied, “but it took me a while to find everything—”

“Because you always act like you’re in your beadle’s robe and spend all your time reading your breviary. But let me warn you: if you forget to polish my sword while you’re busy with your chapel utensils, I’ll make a bonfire of your precious images and roast you on top.”

Bazin, scandalized, made the sign of the cross with the bottle in hand. D’Artagnan, more astonished than ever at the tone and attitude of the Abbé d’Herblay—so different from the Musketeer Aramis—stared wide-eyed at his friend’s face.

Bazin quickly laid the table with a damask cloth and set out an array of golden, fragrant, and appealing dishes that amazed D’Artagnan. “So, you were expecting someone?” asked the officer.

“Oh,” Aramis replied, “I like to be prepared; besides, I knew you were looking for me.”

“Looking for you? How?”

“From Master Bazin, of course. He mistook you for the devil, my friend, and rushed to warn me of the risk to my soul if ever I came across such a wicked companion as a musketeer officer again.”

“Oh, monsieur!” Bazin exclaimed, clasping his hands in a pleading gesture. “Come now, enough pretending! You know I can’t stand it. You’d do better to open the window and lower some bread, a chicken, and a bottle of wine to your friend Planchet—he’s been down there for over an hour trying to get your attention.”

Planchet, in fact, had cared for the horses and returned below the window, giving the agreed signal two or three times.

Bazin complied, using a cord to lower the three items to Planchet, who then happily returned to the shed. “Now, let’s eat,” said Aramis. The two friends sat, and Aramis expertly carved up fowls, partridges, and hams.

“Goodness!” exclaimed D’Artagnan. “Is this how you always live?”

“Yes, more or less. The coadjutor has granted me exemptions from fasting on lean days for my health. Also, I hired the cook who used to work for Lafollone—you know who I mean? The cardinal’s friend and legendary gourmet, whose post-dinner prayer was, ‘Good Lord, help me digest what I’ve eaten.’”

“Still, he died of indigestion despite his prayer,” D’Artagnan remarked.

“What can you expect?” Aramis replied, resigned.

"Everyone must fulfill his destiny."

"If you don’t mind my asking," D’Artagnan continued, "have you become wealthy?"

"Oh, heavens, no! I bring in about twelve thousand francs a year, not including a small stipend of a thousand crowns that the prince awarded me."

"And how do you earn your twelve thousand francs? From your poetry?"

"No, I’ve given up poetry, except maybe for a drinking song, a light sonnet, or an epigram now and then. Now, my friend, I write sermons."

"What? Sermons? Do you preach them?"

"No; I sell them to other clergy who want to be great orators."

"Ah, I see!"

"And you’ve not been tempted by the lure of fame yourself?"

"I should have been, dear D’Artagnan, but nature said ‘No.’ When I’m in the pulpit and see a pretty woman looking at me, I can’t help but look back. If she smiles, I smile, too. Then I start speaking off the cuff; instead of preaching about hell’s torments, I find myself describing the delights of Paradise. There was once an incident at the Church of St. Louis au Marais, when a gentleman laughed right in my face. I stopped to tell him he was a fool, and the congregation rushed out to fetch stones to throw at me. But while they were gone, I won over the other priests, so my adversary ended up pelted instead of me."

“It’s true that he came to my house the next morning, thinking I was just any other abbé.”

“And what happened in the end?”

“We met in the Place Royale—you remember it.”

“Wasn’t I your second?” D’Artagnan exclaimed. “You were; you know how I resolved it.”

“Did he die?”

“I’m not sure. But I did give him absolution as he died. It’s enough to kill the body without killing the soul as well.”

Bazin made a gesture of despair, showing he agreed with the moral but strongly disapproved of the form. “Bazin, my friend,” Aramis said, “you don’t realize I see you in that mirror, and you forget that I forbade any signs of approval or disapproval.”

"Please bring us some Spanish wine, and then you’re free to go. My friend D’Artagnan wants to speak to me privately, isn’t that right, D’Artagnan?"

D’Artagnan nodded, and Bazin left after placing the Spanish wine on the table. The two friends were now alone, sitting quietly across from each other. Aramis seemed to be waiting for a comfortable silence, while D’Artagnan prepared his opening remarks. Each glanced discreetly at the other when he thought he wasn’t being watched. It was Aramis who spoke first.

“What are you thinking about, D’Artagnan?” he asked.

“I was just thinking, my dear old friend, that when you were a musketeer, you always dreamed of the church, and now that you’re an abbé, it seems you long to be a musketeer again.”

“That’s true; as you know, people are complicated, full of contradictions. Since becoming an abbé, all I dream of are battles.”

“That’s obvious from your room; you have rapiers of every type here, fit for any taste. Do you still fence well?”

“I fence as well as ever—maybe better; it’s what I do all day.”

“And whom do you practice with?”

“With an excellent master-at-arms here.”

“What? Here?”

“Yes, right here at the convent, my friend. A Jesuit convent has everything.”

“So, you would have beaten Monsieur de Marsillac if he had come alone to challenge you, instead of bringing twenty men?”

“Absolutely,” Aramis replied, “even with his twenty, if only I could have drawn my sword without being noticed.”

“Heavens!” D’Artagnan thought, “he’s even more Gascon than I am!” Then aloud, “Well, Aramis, do you want to know why I came to find you?”

“No, I haven’t asked,” Aramis replied with his usual delicacy, “but I expected you to explain.”

“Well, I came to offer you the chance to deal with Monsieur de Marsillac whenever you wish, prince or not.”

“Wait a moment!

“Wait!” said Aramis. “That’s a great idea!”

“I encourage you to take it, my friend. Now, with your thousand crowns from the abbey and twelve thousand francs from sermons, do you consider yourself rich? Be honest.”

“Me? I’m as poor as Job. If you searched my pockets and boxes, you wouldn’t find a hundred pistoles.”

“Peste! A hundred pistoles!” D’Artagnan thought. “He calls that as poor as Job! If I had that, I’d feel as rich as Croesus.” Then aloud: “Are you ambitious?”

“As ambitious as Enceladus.”

“Well, my friend, I know a way for you to grow rich, powerful, and free to do whatever you wish.”

A shadow flickered across Aramis’s face, as brief as a cloud over a summer field, but D’Artagnan noticed it.

“Go on,” said Aramis. “But let me ask you something first. Are you interested in politics?”

A brief spark flickered in Aramis’s eyes, as fleeting as the shadow before, but it did not escape D’Artagnan’s notice. “No,” Aramis replied.

“Then any offers from any quarter are welcome to you, since at the moment, you serve no other master but God?”

“That seems true.”

“Tell me, Aramis, do you ever think about those joyful days of our youth, when we laughed, drank, and playfully fought together?”

“Of course, and I’ve often missed those days; they were truly wonderful.”

“Well, those wild, splendid days might return. I’ve been sent to reconnect with my old friends, and I started with you, who were at the heart of our group.”

Aramis bowed, more out of respect than pleasure. “To get mixed up in politics,” he said, stretching out in his chair.

“Ah, D’Artagnan! Look how calmly I live, how comfortable I am here. We both know what it is to be unappreciated by those in power.”

“That’s true,” D’Artagnan replied. “But sometimes the powerful regret their ingratitude.”

“If that happened, it would be a different matter. Come now!”

"Let’s have some mercy for all sinners! And you’re right—if there were ever a good time to get involved in politics, it’s now."

"How so? You, who never care for politics?"

"Ah! I may not get involved myself, but I live among those who do. As a poet, I know Sarazin, devoted to the Prince de Conti, and I know Monsieur de Bois-Robert, who, since Richelieu’s death, sides with whichever party he fancies. So political conversations aren’t totally foreign to me."

"I don’t doubt it," D’Artagnan said. "Now, my friend, consider whatever I say as the words of a monk—like an echo repeating what I hear."

I understand Mazarin is quite nervous about current affairs; his orders are not respected as the late cardinal’s were. No matter what people think of him, Richelieu was an exceptional man, as you see from his portrait over there.”

“I won’t argue with that,” replied D’Artagnan. “When I first met the minister, I thought a minister is never truly loved, but with the skill this one supposedly had, he would eventually conquer his enemies and become feared—which, in my opinion, is better than being loved.”

D’Artagnan nodded in agreement with this debatable notion. “So,” Aramis continued, “that was my first impression. However, as I’m no expert and my humility makes me value others’ opinions more than my own, I’ve been asking around—Ah, my friend—”

Aramis stopped. “Well? What is it?” his friend asked. “Well, I have to confess my error.”

I must admit I was mistaken. Monsieur de Mazarin is not the genius I thought; in fact, he’s a man of humble beginnings—formerly a servant to Cardinal Bentivoglio, who made his way by intrigue. He’s an upstart, a man without a proper name, destined to be the tool of a faction in France. He’ll amass wealth, ruin the king’s finances, and pay himself the pensions Richelieu once paid others. He lacks the manners and sensibility of a gentleman—he’s more of a jester, a puppet, a caricature. Do you know him?

“I do not.”

“Hmm,” said D’Artagnan, “there’s some truth in what you say.”

“Ah! I’m proud, then, to hear that from someone with your insight, especially coming straight from the court.”

“But you’re talking about him, not his party or his resources.”

“That’s true—the queen

# Chapter X: Monsieur Porthos du Vallon de Bracieux de Pierrefonds

Thanks to what Aramis had shared, D’Artagnan, who already knew that Porthos called himself Du Vallon, now realized that he also referred to himself by his estate, De Bracieux. D’Artagnan learned that Porthos was involved in a lawsuit with the Bishop of Noyon over this estate. Therefore, he needed to search for it in the vicinity of Noyon. His plan was quickly set: he would travel to Dammartin, where two roads branched off—one leading to Soissons and the other to Compiègne. There, he would inquire about the Bracieux estate and decide which direction to take based on the information he received.

Planchet, still a bit uneasy about his safety after his recent adventure, insisted that he would follow D’Artagnan to the ends of the earth, whether by the road on the right or the left. He only asked his former master to leave in the evening for his own protection. D’Artagnan suggested that Planchet send word to his wife so she wouldn’t worry about him. However, Planchet wisely replied that he was certain his wife wouldn’t be anxious if she didn’t know where he was, while he, Planchet, would be anxious if she did know, considering her tendency to gossip. D’Artagnan found this argument so convincing that he didn’t press the matter further.

Around eight o’clock in the evening, as the night air thickened in the streets, he left the Hotel de la Chevrette with Planchet and set out from the capital through the Saint Denis gate. By midnight, the two travelers had reached Dammartin, but it was too late to make any inquiries—the innkeeper at the Cygne de la Croix had already gone to bed. The next morning, D’Artagnan called for the innkeeper, a sly Norman who avoided giving direct answers. However, from the innkeeper’s ambiguous responses, D’Artagnan deduced that the road to the right was the one he should take, and with that uncertainty, he continued his journey.

At nine in the morning, he arrived at Nanteuil and stopped for breakfast. His host, a friendly man from Picardy, provided him with all the information he needed. The Bracieux estate was a few leagues from Villars-Cotterets. D’Artagnan was familiar with Villars-Cotterets, having visited several times with the court, as it was a royal residence at that time. He decided to head in that direction and dismounted at the Dauphin d’Or. There, he learned that the Bracieux estate was four leagues away, but that Porthos was not at Bracieux.

Porthos had recently been embroiled in a dispute with the Bishop of Noyon over the Pierrefonds property, which bordered his own land. Growing tired of a lawsuit he found hard to understand, he resolved the issue by buying Pierrefonds and adding that name to his own. He now referred to himself as Du Vallon de Bracieux de Pierrefonds and had settled into his new estate.

As a result, the travelers had to stay at the hotel until the following day; their horses had already covered ten leagues and needed rest. While they could have taken fresh horses, there was a vast forest to cross, and as we have seen, Planchet disliked forests after dark. Also, Planchet disliked starting a journey on an empty stomach. Therefore, when D’Artagnan woke, breakfast was waiting for him.

It goes without saying that Planchet, returning to his former duties, also returned to his old humility, and was happy to have his breakfast from D’Artagnan’s leftovers. They set out again just before eight o’clock, with a clear plan: to follow the road toward Compiègne and, after leaving the forest, to turn right. The morning was beautiful, and in this early spring, the birds sang in the trees while sunbeams filtered through the misty glades like curtains of golden silk. In other parts of the forest, the light barely penetrated the thick foliage, casting deep shadows around the trunks of two old oak trees, which sheltered a startled squirrel. As dawn broke, the air was filled with the delightful scents of herbs, flowers, and leaves, bringing joy to the heart.

D’Artagnan, weary of the hustle and bustle of Paris, thought that a man with three names derived from his various estates should be perfectly content in such a paradise. He then shook his head and mused, “If I were Porthos, and someone proposed to me what I’m about to propose to him, I know exactly how I would answer.”

Planchet, meanwhile, was lost in pleasant thoughts, as happy as a hunting dog in the company of his old master. At the edge of the woods, D’Artagnan spotted the road he had been told about, and at its end, he saw the towers of a grand feudal castle. “Oh! Oh!” he exclaimed. “I thought this castle belonged to the Orleans family. Could Porthos have arranged a deal with the Duc de Longueville?”

“Indeed!” Planchet replied. “This land looks to be in excellent condition; if it belongs to Monsieur Porthos, I wish him well.”

“Heavens!” D’Artagnan exclaimed. “Don’t call him Porthos, or even Vallon; say De Bracieux or De Pierrefonds. Otherwise, you’ll jinx my mission.”

As he approached the castle that first caught his eye, D’Artagnan became convinced it could not be the residence of his friend. The towers, though sturdy and as if newly built, were open and falling apart. It looked as though a giant had smashed them with a hatchet.

Upon reaching the edge of the castle, D’Artagnan found himself overlooking a beautiful valley. At the foot of a charming little lake stood several scattered houses, humble in appearance and covered with tile or thatch. These cottages seemed to acknowledge the rule of a lovely chateau, built around the beginning of Henry IV’s reign and topped with four elegant, gilded weather vanes. D’Artagnan no longer doubted this was Porthos’s pleasant residence.

The road led directly to the chateau which, compared to its ancestor on the hill, resembled a fashionably dressed courtier beside an armored knight from the time of Charles VII. D’Artagnan urged his horse forward, followed closely by Planchet. In ten minutes, he reached the end of a neatly planted alley lined with poplars, which ended at an iron gate adorned with golden points and crossbars. In the middle of this avenue stood a nobleman dressed in green, decorated with almost as much gold as the iron gate, riding a tall horse.

On his right and left stood two footmen in livery with elaborate lace. A crowd of peasants were gathered, showing their respect to their lord. “Ah!” D’Artagnan thought to himself, “Could this be the Seigneur du Vallon de Bracieux de Pierrefonds? My, how he has changed since giving up the name Porthos!”

“This can't be Monsieur Porthos,” Planchet remarked, voicing his master’s thoughts. “Monsieur Porthos was six feet tall; this man is hardly five.”

“Still,” D’Artagnan replied, “the crowd is bowing quite deeply to this man.”

As he spoke, he headed for the tall horse—the important figure and his attendants.

As he drew nearer, he began to recognize the man’s features. “Jesus!” exclaimed Planchet, “could it be?”

At this cry, the horseman turned slowly with an air of superiority. The two travelers could clearly see the large eyes, the bright red face, and the expressive smile of—Mousqueton. It was indeed Mousqueton—Mousqueton, as round as ever, healthy and obviously happy with life. Unlike the sneaky Bazin, he dismounted and ran to D’Artagnan with his hat in his hand, drawing all the crowd’s attention to this new arrival. “Monsieur D’Artagnan! Monsieur D’Artagnan!” cried Mousqueton, his chubby cheeks glowing, his whole body beaming with joy, “Monsieur D’Artagnan! Oh!

“What happiness for my master, Du Vallon de Bracieux de Pierrefonds!”

“Where is your master, good Mousqueton?”

"You’re standing on his property!"

“But look at you—how fine you look! You’ve become quite stout!” D’Artagnan couldn’t help but marvel at the transformation fortune had brought to the once-hungry Mousqueton.

“Yes, thank God, I’m doing well,” Mousqueton replied. “But don’t you have a word for our friend Planchet?”

“Planchet—is that you?” Mousqueton exclaimed, opening his arms, his eyes filling with tears.

“My very self,” replied Planchet, “but I wanted to see if you had grown proud.”

“Proud toward an old friend? Never, Planchet! You wouldn’t think that if you knew Mousqueton well.”

“That’s good,” answered Planchet, dismounting and opening his arms to Mousqueton. The two servants embraced, their emotion so moving that the onlookers believed Planchet must be a great lord in disguise, since Mousqueton held him in such regard. “And now, sir,” Mousqueton said, after freeing himself from Planchet, who had been unable to clasp his hands around his friend’s ample figure, “now, sir, I must leave. I couldn’t let my master hear about your arrival from anyone but me; he would never forgive me if I was not the first to tell him.”

“This dear friend,” D’Artagnan said, carefully avoiding both Porthos’s old and new names, “he hasn’t forgotten me, has he?”

“Forgotten you?!” Mousqueton exclaimed. “Not a day goes by here without expecting to hear you’ve been made marshal, in place of Monsieur de Gassion or Monsieur de Bassompierre.”

A rare and slightly saddened smile flickered on D’Artagnan’s lips, seeming to come from deep within his heart—the last remnant of youth and happiness that had survived through life’s setbacks. “And now, you fellows,” Mousqueton continued, “stay close to Monsieur le Comte d’Artagnan and give him every attention while I go prepare my lord to receive him.”

With that, Mousqueton mounted his horse and raced down the avenue at a spirited gallop. “Ah, there!”

“That’s a good sign,” D’Artagnan said. “No secrets, no disguises, no clever plots here; people are open with their laughter and tears. All I see are faces alive with emotion. It seems to me even nature is in a festive mood, as if the trees instead of leaves and flowers were hung with red and green ribbons for a celebration.”

“For my part,” said Planchet, “I can almost smell a wonderful roast from here, and I imagine the kitchen staff lining up by the hedge to welcome us. Ah, sir, what a cook Monsieur Pierrefonds must have, considering how he liked to eat and drink, even when he was just Monsieur Porthos!”

“Don’t say another word!” cried D’Artagnan. “If reality matches appearances, I’m lost. A man this lucky won’t change his happy life, and I’ll fail here just as I did with Aramis.”

# Chapter XI: Wealth Does Not Necessarily Bring Happiness

D’Artagnan passed through the iron gate and arrived at the chateau. He dismounted as he spotted a towering figure on the steps. Let us give D’Artagnan credit; despite his own ambitions, his heart swelled with joy at the sight of that massive shape and dignified bearing, which reminded him of a good and brave man. He hurried to Porthos and embraced him. The entire staff, gathered in a respectful semicircle, watched with curious humility.

Mousqueton, standing foremost, wiped his eyes. Porthos took his friend’s arm. “Ah! How wonderful to see you again, dear friend!” he shouted, his voice now deep and booming. “You haven’t forgotten me, have you?”

“Forget you? Oh, dear Du Vallon, how could anyone forget the happiest days of our youth, our closest friends, and the dangers we faced together?”

"On the contrary, every hour we've shared is bright in my memory."

"Yes, yes," replied Porthos, attempting to twist his mustache, which had lost its curl in solitude. "We did some amazing things in our day, and gave that poor cardinal plenty of riddles."

He sighed. "Still, my dear friend, you’re always welcome here; your presence lifts my spirits. Tomorrow, we can hunt hares on my fine estate, or track deer in my grand woods. I have four harriers said to be the fastest in the county, and my pack of hounds is the best for twenty leagues around."

Porthos sighed again. "But first," D’Artagnan interrupted, "I must meet Madame du Vallon."

Porthos sighed a third time. "I lost Madame du Vallon two years ago," he said, "and I still mourn her."

That’s why I left my Château du Vallon near Corbeil and came to settle at Bracieux. Poor Madame du Vallon! Her character was uncertain, but in the end she learned to tolerate my ways and understand my little wants.

“So you’re now free and wealthy?”

“Alas!” Porthos sighed, “I am a widower with an income of forty thousand francs a year. Let’s have breakfast.”

“I’d be delighted; the morning air has made me hungry.”

“Yes,” Porthos answered, “the air here is excellent.”

They entered the chateau, which glittered with gold on every cornice, molding, and even the legs and arms of the chairs. A table was set, waiting for them. “You see,” Porthos said, “this is how I live.”

“Goodness!” D’Artagnan exclaimed, “I hope you enjoy it.”

"The king doesn’t have anything like this."

"No," Porthos replied, "I’ve heard he’s badly fed by Cardinal Mazarin. Try this cutlet, my dear D’Artagnan; it’s from one of my own sheep."

"Your mutton is very tender; I hope you enjoy it," D’Artagnan said. "Yes, the sheep graze in my meadows, which are excellent pasture."

"I’ll have another cutlet."

"No, try this hare, which I shot yesterday in my own warren."

"Good heavens! What flavor!" D’Artagnan exclaimed. "Ah! Your hares must eat nothing but thyme."

"And what do you think of my wine?" Porthos asked. "It’s pleasant, isn’t it?"

"Excellent!"

"Yet it’s just local wine."

"Really?"

"Yes, a little hillside there to the south gives me twenty hogsheads."

"Quite a vineyard, isn’t it?"

Porthos sighed for the fifth time—D’Artagnan was counting. His curiosity was aroused, and he wanted to know the reason for all these sighs.

“Well then,” he asked, “it sounds like something is troubling you. Are you unwell? Your health—”

“Excellent, my dear friend; better than ever. I could knock down an ox with a single punch.”

“Then is it something in your family that weighs on you?”

“Family? Luckily, I’ve only myself now to worry about.”

“Then what makes you sigh?”

“My dear fellow,” replied Porthos, “if I’m honest, I am not happy.”

“You’re not happy, Porthos? You, who own a chateau, fields, mountains, and woods—who make forty thousand francs a year—you are not happy?”

“My friend, I have all that, yet I feel like a hermit surrounded by luxury.”

“Surrounded, I suppose, only by people you can’t relate to?”

Porthos paled slightly and drank a large glass of wine. “No; but get this—these minor country squires all claim some title, pretending their line goes back to Charlemagne, or at least to Hugh Capet.”

When I first arrived, as the newcomer, it fell to me to make the first move. I did it, but you know, my dear friend, Madame du Vallon—”

As Porthos spoke, he seemed to choke up. “Madame du Vallon was of questionable class. In her first marriage—not news to you, D’Artagnan—she married a lawyer, which people here found distasteful. That word alone nearly started a war. I’ve killed two men over it, ended the gossip, but still made no friends. I’m left without company; I live alone, and I’m tired of it—my thoughts are my only companions.”

D’Artagnan smiled.

Now he saw a weakness in his armor and prepared to strike. “But now,” he said, “as a widower, your late wife’s background can no longer harm you.”

“Yes, but you see, I’m not from an old noble house like the De Courcys, who were content to be plain gentlemen, or the Rohans, who wanted no more than to be dukes. All these people—vicomtes, comtes—outrank me in church at every ceremony. I can’t say a word. Oh! If only I were—”

“A baron, maybe?” D’Artagnan finished.

“Ah!” cried Porthos, “if only I were a baron!”

“Well, my friend, I’ve come to bring you that very title.”

Porthos leaped with surprise, shaking the house; two or three bottles fell and smashed. Mousqueton hurried in, startled by the noise.

Porthos motioned Mousqueton to gather the bottles. “I’m glad,” said D’Artagnan, “that you still have that faithful fellow with you.”

“He’s my steward now,” Porthos replied. “He’ll never leave me. You may go, Mousqueton.”

“So that’s his name—Mousqueton,” thought D’Artagnan. “It’s too long to keep repeating.”

“Well,” he said aloud, “let’s go on with this later. Your staff might suspect something; there could be spies about. You understand, Porthos, what I need to discuss is truly important.”

“Curse them; let’s take a walk in the park,” said Porthos, “for our digestion.”

“Of course,” said D’Artagnan, “the park is as abundant as everything else; you have as many fish in your pond as rabbits in your warren. You’re a lucky man, my friend, to have kept your love of hunting and still taken up fishing.”

“My friend,” said Porthos, “I leave the fishing to Mousqueton—it’s common stuff—but I do shoot sometimes. That is, when I’m bored. I just sit on one of those marble benches, have them bring my gun, take my favorite dog, and shoot rabbits.”

“Indeed? How pleasant!”

“Yes,” sighed Porthos, “it’s pleasant.”

D’Artagnan stopped counting the sighs; they were endless. “Now, what did you want to tell me?” he pressed.

“With pleasure,” replied Porthos. “But first let me say honestly that you need to change your way of living.”

“How so?”

“Put your armor back on, fasten your sword, find adventure, and leave some of your weight behind on the road, just like the good old days.”

“Ah!”

“Come now!” exclaimed Porthos. “You’ve gone soft, my friend; you’re growing plump, and your arm is not what the old cardinal’s guards would remember.”

“Oh, my arm is still plenty strong, I assure you,” Porthos replied, showing his huge hand. “That’s what counts.”

“Are we really going to war?”

“We are indeed.”

“Against whom?”

“Are you a politician, my friend?”

“Not at all.”

“Are you for Mazarin or the princes?”

“I’m with neither.”

“Then you’re with us. Well, I must tell you that I’m here from the cardinal.”

Porthos took these words as if it were still 1640 and assumed he meant the real cardinal. “Ho!”

“Ah! What does his eminence desire?”

“He wants you in his service.”

“And who mentioned me?”

“Rochefort—do you remember him?”

“Yes! He gave us so much trouble and kept us busy for ages; you wounded him with your sword three times in three different fights.”

“But you know he’s our ally now?”

“No, I didn’t. So he doesn’t bear a grudge?”

“You’re wrong, Porthos,” D’Artagnan replied. “It’s me who holds no grudges.”

Porthos didn’t quite get it, but then, he was never quick on such matters. “So, you mean,” he continued, “the Count de Rochefort told the cardinal about me?”

“Yes, and the queen as well.”

“The queen, you say?”

“She even handed that famous diamond to Mazarin for safekeeping—to inspire trust—you remember that stone? The one I sold to Monsieur des Essarts, which, somehow, she got back.”

“But it seems to me,” Porthos said, “she should have given it back to you.”

“I agree,” D’Artagnan said. “But kings and queens are strange, with their own whims; though since they hold the power, we remain loyal.”

“Yes, loyal,” Porthos echoed. “And now—you? Who are you with?”

“With the king, the queen, and the cardinal; and I’ve promised for you, too.”

“And you say you’ve made some arrangements for me?”

“Absolutely, my dear friend, absolutely
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# Chapter XIII: Two Angelic Faces

The journey was long, but the horses D’Artagnan and Planchet rode had been well-rested in the spacious stables of the Lord of Bracieux. Master and servant rode side by side, conversing as they traveled. Over time, D’Artagnan had shed his commanding demeanor, and Planchet had entirely left behind the pretense of mere servitude. Circumstances had elevated him to the role of confidant. It had been many years since D’Artagnan had opened up to anyone, yet upon their reunion, these two men found a natural connection. In truth, Planchet was no ordinary companion for these new adventures; he possessed remarkably good judgment. Without seeking out danger, he never shied away from confrontation; he had once been a soldier, and the experience of arms instills dignity in a man.

Thus, D’Artagnan and Planchet approached the outskirts of Blois as friends. As they walked, D’Artagnan shook his head and said, “I know that visiting Athos is pointless and foolish; yet, I still owe this gesture to my old friend, a man with the potential for the most noble and generous character.” “Oh, Monsieur Athos was certainly a noble gentleman,” Planchet replied. “He scattered money as freely as Heaven sends rain. Do you remember the duel with the Englishman in the enclosure des Carmes? Ah! How magnificent Monsieur Athos was that day when he said to his opponent, ‘You insisted on knowing my name, sir; too bad for you, for now I must kill you.’ I was close by; those were his exact words when he struck down his foe, who fell without making a sound. Truly, he is a noble gentleman—Monsieur Athos.”

“Yes, that’s absolutely true,” D’Artagnan agreed. “But one single flaw cast a shadow over all his admirable qualities.” “I remember well,” Planchet said, “he had a fondness for drinking—indeed, he drank, but not like other men.” As he put the wine to his lips, one could almost hear him say, “Come, juice of the grape, and chase away my sorrows.” And how he used to snap the stem of a glass or break the neck of a bottle! There truly was no one like him for that.

“And now,” D’Artagnan replied, “look at the sad sight that probably awaits us. This noble gentleman with his lofty gaze, this handsome cavalier, so outstanding in feats of arms that everyone wondered why he wielded a sword and not a commander’s baton! Alas! We shall likely find him transformed into a broken-down old man, with a red nose and drooping eyes; perhaps lying on some lawn, looking at us with a weary gaze, maybe not even recognizing us. God knows, Planchet, I would turn away from such a pitiful scene if I did not wish to pay my respects to the illustrious shadow of what was once the Comte de la Fere, whom we cherished so deeply.”

Planchet shook his head and said nothing. It was clear he shared his master’s worries.

“And then,” D’Artagnan continued, “this decline is sure to be accompanied by poverty, for he must have neglected whatever little he had. And that wretched scoundrel, Grimaud, who is likely even more silent and drunken than his master—oh, Planchet, my heart aches just thinking about it.” “I can picture it clearly; I see him staggering and hear him stammering,” said Planchet, his voice full of pity. “But at least we’ll know for sure soon, as I believe those tall walls, now glowing ruby in the sunset, are the walls of Blois.” “Most likely; and those pointed, decorative steeples over there look just like the ones I’ve heard described at Chambord.”

At that moment, a heavy wagon pulled by oxen, transporting wood from the fine forests to the Loire ports, emerged from a side road and joined the path the two horsemen were following. A man walking alongside the cart, holding a long switch tipped with a nail for urging his slow team, called out, “Hey there, friends!” “What can I do for you, gentlemen?” replied the peasant, in a manner so clear and articulate it could have shamed the scholars of the Sorbonne and Rue de l’Université.

“We're looking for the house of Monsieur de la Fere,” D’Artagnan said. The peasant took off his hat at the mention of this respected name. “Gentlemen,” he replied, “the wood I’m carrying belongs to him; I cut it from his grove and now take it to the chateau.” D’Artagnan chose not to question the man further; he didn’t want to hear from anyone else what he had just confided to Planchet. “The chateau!” he thought, “which chateau? Ah, I see! Athos isn’t one to be underestimated; like Porthos, he’s convinced his peasants to call him ‘my lord’ and to dignify his modest estate with the title of chateau.”

He had a heavy hand—dear old Athos—after drinking.

After asking the man for directions, D’Artagnan continued on his way, feeling a mix of unease and excitement at the thought of once again seeing the remarkable man whom he had truly loved, and who had so greatly influenced his growth as a gentleman through both advice and example. Gradually, he slowed his horse, his head drooping in contemplation. Soon, as the road curved, the Château de la Vallière appeared. A quarter mile farther, he saw a white house surrounded by sycamores, nestled against a cluster of trees dusted with spring flowers.

At the sight of this house, D’Artagnan—usually calm—felt his heart unexpectedly stirred; such is the power of youthful memory. Nevertheless, he pressed on and reached an iron gate, designed in the style of the period. Through the gate, he could see well-tended kitchen gardens, a spacious courtyard where several horses neighed, attended by valets in varied livery, and a carriage drawn by two local horses.

“We must be mistaken,” D’Artagnan said. “This cannot be Athos’s place. Good heavens! What if he’s dead and this property now belongs to someone else with his name? Get down, Planchet, and inquire, because I have to admit I nearly lack the courage myself.”

Planchet dismounted. “You should add,” D’Artagnan instructed, “that a gentleman passing by wishes to pay his respects to the Comte de la Fere. If you’re satisfied with what you hear, then mention my name!”

Planchet, leading his horse by the reins, approached the gate and rang the bell. Instantly, a servant with white hair and a tall, upright posture appeared, undiminished by age. “Does Monsieur le Comte de la Fère live here?” asked Planchet.

“Yes, monsieur, he lives here,” the servant replied, noticing that Planchet was not in uniform. “He is a nobleman retired from service, isn’t he?” “Yes.” “And he had a servant named Grimaud?” Planchet continued, wisely thinking that more information would be helpful. “Monsieur Grimaud is away from the chateau right now,” said the servant, who, unaccustomed to such questions, began to scrutinize Planchet from head to toe.

“Then,” Planchet exclaimed joyfully, “it is indeed the same Comte de la Fère we’re looking for. Please let me in, as I wish to tell Monsieur le Comte that my master, one of his friends, is here and wishes to greet him.” “Why didn’t you say so?” the servant replied, opening the gate.

“But where is your master?” “He’s following me.”

The servant opened the gate and preceded Planchet, who signaled to D’Artagnan. With his heart racing as never before, D’Artagnan entered the courtyard without dismounting. As Planchet stood on the steps before the house, a voice called out: “Well, where is this gentleman, and why hasn’t he been brought here?”

This voice, which reached D’Artagnan’s ears, awakened a flood of emotions and memories he thought long gone. He quickly leapt from his horse, while Planchet, smiling, greeted the master of the house. “But I know you, my lad,” said Athos, appearing in the doorway. “Oh yes, Monsieur le Comte, you know me, and I know you.” “I am Planchet—Planchet, whom you know well.” The honest servant could say no more, overcome by emotion. “What, Planchet, is Monsieur d’Artagnan here?” “Here I am, my dear friend Athos!” D’Artagnan exclaimed, with a trembling voice and, nearly staggering, full of emotion.

At these words, a noticeable change came over Athos’s handsome, composed face. He rushed to D’Artagnan, his eyes fixed on him, and embraced him tightly. D’Artagnan, just as moved, hugged him as tears formed in his eyes. Athos then took D’Artagnan by the hand and led him into the drawing-room, where several people were gathered.

Everyone stood up. “Allow me to present,” he said, “Monsieur le Chevalier D’Artagnan, lieutenant of His Majesty’s Musketeers, a devoted friend and one of the most excellent and brave gentlemen I have ever known.”

D’Artagnan accepted the compliments of those present in his own modest way, and as conversation flowed around him, he focused intently on Athos. It was remarkable—Athos seemed hardly to have aged at all! His striking eyes, no longer shadowed by dark circles from restless nights, appeared larger and more expressive than ever. His face, slightly elongated, had gained a calm dignity that replaced the feverish agitation of the past. His hand, always so beautiful and strong, was now highlighted by a lace ruffle, reminiscent of the hands depicted by Titian and Vandyck. He appeared less rigid than before. His long, dark hair, lightly streaked with silver, cascaded in soft curls over his shoulders. His voice retained its youthful timbre, as if belonging to a man of twenty-five, and his magnificent white teeth gave a unique charm to his smile.

Meanwhile, the guests, sensing the two friends wished for privacy, began to prepare to leave. Suddenly, the barking of dogs echoed through the courtyard, and many people said at once, “Ah! It’s Raoul, who has come home.” At the mention of Raoul’s name, Athos watched D’Artagnan curiously, hoping to see some interest on his face. However, D’Artagnan remained deep in thought and turned almost mechanically as a fine young man of fifteen entered the room. He was dressed simply but with perfect taste, raising his hat with a long scarlet plume as he entered.

D’Artagnan could not help being captivated by the presence of this newcomer. It seemed to illuminate the reasons for Athos’s transformation; the resemblance between the boy and the man explained the mystery of Athos’s renewed spirit. D’Artagnan stood, watching and listening.

“Welcome back, Raoul,” said the comte. “Yes, sir,” the young man replied respectfully, “and I have completed the task you assigned me.” “But what’s wrong, Raoul?” Athos asked, worry in his voice. “You seem pale and upset.” “Sir,” the young man answered, “it’s because of an accident involving our little neighbor.” “To Mademoiselle de la Vallière?” Athos asked, now deeply concerned. “What happened?” several people asked in unison.

“She was out walking with her nurse, Marceline, in the area where the woodcutters work. I passed by on horseback and stopped. She saw me, and as she tried to jump down from a pile of cut wood, she fell badly and couldn’t get up. I’m afraid she may have seriously sprained her ankle.” “Oh, heavens!” Athos exclaimed. “And what about her mother, Madame de Saint-Remy? Has anyone told her?” “No, sir. Madame de Saint-Remy is in Blois with the Duchess of Orleans. I fear the first treatment she received was clumsy, if not useless.” "I have come, sir, to seek your advice." "Send someone to Blois at once, Raoul; or better yet, ride there yourself."

Raoul bowed. "But where is Louise?" asked the comte. "I brought her here, sir, and have entrusted her care to Charlotte, who, until we get proper instructions, has bathed her foot in cold well water."

The guests then took their leave of Athos, except for the old Duc de Barbe, a longtime friend of the La Vallière family, who went to see little Louise and offered to take her to Blois in his carriage. "You are right, sir," said Athos. "She’ll reach her mother sooner that way. As for you, Raoul, I suspect this was your fault—some careless moment or bit of mischief." "No, sir, I assure you," Raoul hesitated, "it was not." "Oh, no, no, I swear it was not!" cried the young girl, as Raoul turned pale at the thought he might be blamed for her accident. “Nevertheless, Raoul, you must ride to Blois and present both your apologies and mine to Madame de Saint-Remy.”

The young man looked pleased. He lifted the little girl, whose beautiful blond hair and cheerful face rested on his shoulder, and gently placed her in the carriage. Then, with the poise of a true squire, he mounted his horse. After bowing to Athos and D’Artagnan, he rode off, his gaze firmly fixed on someone inside the carriage.

# Chapter XIV: The Castle of Bragelonne

While this scene unfolded, D’Artagnan stood staring, mouth agape and bewildered. Everything had turned out so differently than he had expected that he was left astonished.

Athos, who had been observing D’Artagnan and reading his thoughts, took his arm and led him into the garden. “While supper is being prepared,” he said with a smile, “I think you’d like some explanation of the mystery that’s puzzling you.” “Indeed, Monsieur le Comte,” replied D’Artagnan, sensing that Athos was gradually reclaiming the quiet superiority of true aristocracy. Athos smiled. “First and foremost, dear D’Artagnan; here we don’t use titles. If I called you ‘chevalier,’ it was only to introduce you to my guests. But to you, D’Artagnan, I am and will always be simply Athos, your comrade, your friend.”

“Are you now going to be formal, as though you feel less connected to me than before?” “Oh! God forbid!” “Then let’s revert to how we always were; let’s be open with each other. Are you surprised by what you have seen here?” “Greatly.” “But above all, am I the main surprise for you?” “I must admit, yes.” “I seem young to you, don’t I? Shouldn’t you have recognized me despite my forty-eight years?” “On the contrary, you seem utterly changed to me.” “I understand,” said Athos, a gentle blush on his cheek. “Everything, even folly, has its limits, D’Artagnan.”

“So your circumstances have improved; you have a fine house—your own, I presume? You have a park, horses, and servants.” Athos smiled. "Yes, when I left the army, I inherited this modest estate, as I always told you. The park covers twenty acres, including the kitchen garden and common land. I have two horses—without counting my servant's old bobtail. My dogs include two pointers, two harriers, and two setters. But all this comfort is not for me," Athos added with a laugh. "Ah, I understand—it’s for the young man Raoul," D'Artagnan replied.

"Exactly, my friend; this young man is an orphan, abandoned by his mother, and left in the care of a humble country priest. I raised him. Raoul is the reason for the change you see in me; I was like a barren tree, cut off from everything. Only a deep love could reawaken me and make me live again. This child helped me recover all I had lost. I no longer wanted to live for myself; I lived for him. I worked to correct my faults and adopted the virtues I once lacked." "Preach less, but set an example. I may be wrong, but I believe Raoul will become as fine a gentleman as our imperfect era can produce."

The memory of Milady came back to D’Artagnan. "And are you happy?" he asked his friend. "As happy as any of God's creatures can be in this world; but speak completely, D’Artagnan, for you haven’t said all yet." "You’re too perceptive, Athos; I can hide nothing from you," D’Artagnan replied. "I wanted to ask if you ever feel a shadow of what I would call—" "Remorse! I’ll finish your thought." Yes and no. I don’t feel remorse, because I genuinely believe that woman deserved her fate. Did she possess even one redeeming quality? I doubt it. I feel no remorse, because if we had let her live, she would have continued causing harm. Still, my friend, I won’t claim that what we did was right. "All blood may require atonement. Hers has been done; perhaps ours awaits us." "I’ve sometimes thought so myself, Athos."

"Did that unfortunate woman have a son?" "Yes." "Have you ever heard news of him?" "Never." "He must be about twenty-three now," Athos said quietly. "I often think about that young man, D’Artagnan." "Strange! I had completely forgotten him," the lieutenant replied. Athos smiled, though his smile was tinged with sadness. "And what about Lord de Winter—what do you know of him?" "I know he has the favor of Charles I." "That king isn’t doing well these days." "He spilled Strafford’s blood; that proves again—blood calls for blood. And the queen?" "Which queen?" "Madame Henrietta of England, daughter of Henry IV." "She’s at the Louvre, as you know." "Yes, and I’ve heard she lives in poverty. Her daughter, during the bitterest cold, had to stay in bed because there was no wood for a fire. Can you believe that?" Athos shrugged. "The daughter of Henry IV. shivering for want of a few sticks! Why didn’t she turn to any of us for shelter, instead of relying on Mazarin?" “She should have wanted for nothing.”

“Have you ever seen the Queen of England?” asked D’Artagnan. “No, but my mother saw her as a child. Did I ever tell you my mother was a lady-in-waiting to Marie de Medici?” “Never. You know, Athos, you hardly ever talk about things like that.” “Ah, my dear friend, you’re right,” Athos replied. “But there must always be a reason to recall such things.” “Porthos wouldn’t have waited long for a reason,” D’Artagnan said with a smile. “We all have our natures, D’Artagnan. Porthos, for all his vanity, is admirable in many ways.”

“Have you seen him?” “I just left him five days ago,” D’Artagnan replied, then humorously described Porthos’s grandeur at Château de Pierrefonds, adding a few playful comments about the excellent Monsieur Mouston. “I sometimes wonder,” Athos said, smiling at the playful banter that reminded him of their old days, “how we could develop a bond so strong that, even after twenty years apart, we remain so united. True friendship is always rooted in honest hearts, D’Artagnan. Only those lacking sincerity deny friendship; they simply can’t understand it. And what about Aramis?” “I’ve seen him too,” D’Artagnan answered, “but he seemed distant.” “Ah, you’ve seen Aramis?” Athos said, scrutinizing D’Artagnan intently. “My friend, you’re truly on a pilgrimage to the Temple of Friendship, as poets would say.” “Yes,” D’Artagnan replied, slightly embarrassed. “Aramis, as you know,” Athos said, “is by nature reserved, and he still finds himself caught up in love affairs.” “I believe he’s involved in a particularly difficult one these days,” D’Artagnan answered.

Athos said nothing. “He’s not curious,” D’Artagnan thought. Not only did Athos refrain from commenting, but he also changed the subject entirely. “Look,” he said, gesturing for D’Artagnan’s attention as they finished an hour-long walk, “we’ve toured my estate.” “Everything here is charming and noble,” D’Artagnan replied.

At that moment, they heard galloping horses nearby. “It’s Raoul returning,” said Athos. “Now we can hear how the poor girl is doing.” Sure enough, the young man appeared at the gate, covered in dust. He entered the courtyard, dismounted, handed his horse to a groom, then approached the count and D’Artagnan. “Monsieur,” Athos said, resting a hand on D’Artagnan’s shoulder, “this is Chevalier D’Artagnan, the one you’ve heard so much about, Raoul.” “Monsieur,” the young man replied, bowing deeply, “Monsieur le Comte has always pointed to you as an example of what it means to be a brave and generous man.”

That small compliment moved D’Artagnan. He offered his hand to Raoul and said, “My young friend, all the praise you hear about me should really be given to the count, for he is the one who taught me everything I know. It’s not his fault that his pupil benefited so little from those lessons. But I’m sure he will find real success in you. I like you, Raoul, and your politeness touches me.” Athos was more gratified than he could say. He looked at D’Artagnan in gratitude and then gave Raoul one of those rare smiles that children treasure when they receive

# Chapter XVI: The Duc de Beaufort

The events that brought D’Artagnan back to Paris were as follows: One evening, as Mazarin often did, he went to visit the queen. Passing through the guards’ room, he overheard loud voices and, curious about the subject, quietly approached, opened the door, and listened.

There was a disagreement among the guards. “I tell you,” said one, “if Coysel predicted it, it’s as good as done. I don’t know much about it, but they say he’s not just an astrologer; he’s a magician too.”

“My friend, if you call him that, you could ruin him.”

“Why is that?”

“Because he could be tried for it.”

“Oh, come now! They don’t burn witches these days.”

“Really? It wasn’t long ago that the late cardinal burned Urban Grandier

# Chapter XVII: Duc de Beaufort Amuses Himself in the Donjon of Vincennes

The Duc de Beaufort spent his leisure time in the Donjon of Vincennes. The captive, who caused such concern for the cardinal and whose possible escape unsettled the entire court, was completely unaware of the alarm he inspired at the Palais Royal. He found himself so closely guarded that he soon realized any attempt to escape would be hopeless. Thus, his only form of revenge was to hurl curses at Mazarin. He even tried to write some verses about him, but soon abandoned the attempt, as Monsieur de Beaufort had not only been denied the gift of poetry, but also struggled greatly to express himself in prose.

The duke was the grandson of Henry IV and Gabrielle d’Estrées—just as good-natured, brave, proud, and, above all, as Gascon as his ancestor, though less formally educated. After the death of Louis XIII, he became the favorite, confidant, and foremost figure at court. However, he was eventually forced to give up his position to Mazarin, becoming second in influence and favor. Frustrated by this change in status, he was arrested by the queen, who had him sent to Vincennes under the guard of Guitant—a figure we met at the beginning of this story and will encounter again. It’s understood that when we mention "the queen," we are actually referring to Mazarin. During the five years of his imprisonment, which would have sharpened and matured the mind of any other man, M. de Beaufort, had he not chosen to defy the cardinal, scorn princes, and isolate himself without supporters, might have regained his freedom or gathered allies. However, such ideas never entered the duke’s mind, and every day the cardinal received increasingly unsettling reports about him, much to the minister’s distress.

After failing at poetry, Monsieur de Beaufort turned to drawing. He sketched portraits of the cardinal using a piece of coal, but his lack of talent meant the likenesses were poor. To clarify the subject, he labeled one drawing: “Portrait of the Illustrious Coxcomb, Mazarin.”

Monsieur de Chavigny, the governor of Vincennes, visited the duke to suggest he find a different pastime—or at least, stop adding captions to his drawings. The next day, the duke's room was covered with pictures and captions. Like many prisoners, Monsieur de Beaufort was determined to do whatever was forbidden. The only remedy the governor saw was to erase all of the drawings, mostly profiles, one day while the duke was playing tennis.

M. de Beaufort refrained from attempting to capture the cardinal’s round face. The duke thanked Monsieur de Chavigny for, as he put it, preparing fresh drawing paper for him. He then organized the walls of his room into sections, each devoted to a different episode from Mazarin’s life. One section showed the “Illustrious Coxcomb” receiving a volley of blows from Cardinal Bentivoglio, who had once been his servant. Another depicted the “Illustrious Mazarin” playing Ignatius Loyola in a tragedy bearing that name. A third showed the “Illustrious Mazarin” stealing the prime minister’s portfolio from Monsieur de Chavigny, who had expected to inherit it himself. A fourth featured the “Illustrious Coxcomb Mazarin” refusing to give clean sheets to Laporte, the young king’s valet, claiming “it was quite enough for the king of France to have clean sheets every three months.”

Naturally, the governor felt compelled to threaten his prisoner, warning that if he continued drawing such pictures, he would be deprived of all means to amuse himself in that way. In reply, Monsieur de Beaufort said that since he was denied every chance to distinguish himself in battle, he wished to become famous in art. Since he could not be a Bayard, he would strive to become a Raphael or Michelangelo. However, one day while walking in the meadow, he found that his fire had been put out and his charcoal removed, effectively ending his artistic efforts.

The poor duke swore, raged, yelled, and declared that they wanted to starve him to death, as they had done to Marechal Ornano and the Grand Prior of Vendôme. However, he refused to promise to stop drawing and spent the whole winter with no fire in his room. His next move was to buy a dog from one of his keepers. He named the dog Pistache and often spent hours alone with him, supposedly training him.

Eventually, when Pistache was well-trained, Monsieur de Beaufort invited the governor and officers of Vincennes to visit and watch a performance he had prepared in his rooms. The guests gathered, the room was lit by wax candles, and the prisoner drew a long white line on the floor using a piece of plaster he had chipped from the wall, to resemble a cord. At a signal, Pistache went to stand on this line, got up on his hind legs, and, taking a rod used for beating clothes in his front paws, began to dance on the line with as much skill as a tightrope walker.

After going up and down several times, he returned the rod to his master and immediately began the same tricks again. The clever animal was rewarded with loud applause. When the first part of the show ended, Pistache was told to tell the time. He was shown Monsieur de Chavigny’s watch, which read half-past six. The dog raised and lowered his paw six times, then kept it raised for the seventh stroke. His performance was perfect; even a sundial could not have been more accurate.

Next, someone asked who was the best jailer in all France. The dog made three circles around the stage and then lay down, showing ultimate respect, at Monsieur de Chavigny’s feet. At first, the man enjoyed the joke and laughed heartily, but soon his face darkened, and he bit his lips in annoyance.

The duke then asked Pistache a harder question: who was the greatest thief in the world? Pistache circled the group but stopped at no one. Eventually, he went to the door and began to scratch and bark.

“Look, gentlemen,” said M. de Beaufort, “this intelligent animal, unable to find the answer here, is looking outside. But you shall hear his response. Pistache, my friend, come back. Isn’t the greatest thief in the world Monsieur Le Camus, the king’s secretary, who arrived in Paris with only twenty francs and now has ten million?”

The dog shook his head.

“Is it not,” the duke continued, “the Superintendent Emery, who gave his son three hundred thousand francs and a house that makes the Tuileries look like a heap of stones and the Louvre seem insignificant?”

The dog shook his head again, as if to say “no.”

“Then,” said the prisoner, “let’s think who it could be. Could it be the ‘Illustrious Coxcomb, Mazarin de Piscina’?”

Pistache responded with enthusiastic nods, raising and lowering his head repeatedly. “Gentlemen,” said the duke to those present, who dared not even smile, “see, according to Pistache, the ‘Illustrious Coxcomb’ is the greatest thief in the world.”

“Let’s move on to the next trick.”

“Gentlemen!”—a profound silence fell as the duke continued—“do you recall how the Duc de Guise taught all the dogs in Paris to jump for Mademoiselle de Pons, whom he called ‘the fairest of the fair’? Pistache will show you how he surpasses the rest. Monsieur de Chavigny, may I borrow your cane?”

Monsieur de Chavigny handed his cane to Monsieur de Beaufort, who held it horizontally one foot above the ground. “Now, Pistache, my good dog, jump over this cane for Madame de Montbazon.”

“But,” interrupted Monsieur de Chavigny, “it seems to me that Pistache is only doing what other dogs did when they jumped for Mademoiselle de Pons.”

“Wait,” replied the duke, “Pistache, jump for the queen.” He raised the cane six inches higher.

The dog leaped gracefully, easily clearing the new height. “And now,” said the duke, raising the cane another six inches, “jump for the king.”

The dog obeyed, quickly jumping over the cane. “Now then,” the duke said, lowering the cane nearly to the floor, “Pistache, my friend, jump for the ‘Illustrious Coxcomb, Mazarin de Piscina.’”

The dog turned his back to the cane. “What does this mean?” the duke asked, surprised. He moved the cane in a half-circle from the dog's head to its tail. “Jump, Monsieur Pistache.”

But Pistache, as before, turned away and presented his back to the cane. Monsieur de Beaufort tried again, but Pianche’s patience finally ran out. In a fit of frustration, he seized the cane, snatched it from the prince’s hands, and broke it with his teeth.

Monsieur de Beaufort picked up the pieces and formally presented them to Monsieur de Chavigny, announcing that the evening’s show was over, but it would be repeated in three months when Pistache had learned some new tricks. However, three days later, Pistache was found dead—poisoned. The duke then loudly declared that his dog had been killed with poison meant for him. One evening after dinner, he went to bed, complaining of stomach pains and claiming Mazarin had poisoned him. This latest outburst reached the cardinal and caused him great anxiety.

The donjon of Vincennes was known for being quite unhealthy, and Madame de Rambouillet had remarked that the room where Marechal Ornano and the Grand Prior de Vendôme had died was worth its weight in arsenic—a witty remark that gained a lot of attention. As a result, it was ordered that the prisoner would eat only food that had been tasted beforehand, and La Ramee was assigned as his taster.

The governor exacted every possible revenge on the duke in response to the insults directed at the unfortunate Pistache. De Chavigny, rumored to be Richelieu’s son and once a favored servant of the late cardinal, was an expert in tyranny. He confiscated the duke’s steel knives and silver forks, replacing them with silver knives and wooden forks. He claimed that since he had heard the duke would remain at Vincennes for life, he feared his prisoner might try to kill himself.

Two weeks later, while the duke was on his way to the tennis court, he saw two rows of trees, each about the size of his little finger, planted along the roadside. When he asked about them, he was told they were to provide him shade one day in the future. One morning, the gardener approached him, seemingly to please him, and said he planned to plant a bed of asparagus just for the duke’s use. However, as everyone knows, asparagus takes four years to mature, and this gesture of courtesy infuriated Monsieur de Beaufort.

Finally, his patience ran out. He gathered his keepers and, despite his well-known struggle with public speaking, addressed them:

“Gentlemen! Will you allow a grandson of Henry IV to be subjected to such insult and humiliation? Goodness! As my grandfather used to say, I once ruled Paris!”

Did you know that? I held the king and Monsieur in my hands for a whole day. Back then, the queen liked me and called me the most honest man in the kingdom. Gentlemen and citizens, set me free; I will go to the Louvre and confront Mazarin. You shall be my bodyguard. I will make you all captains and grant you generous pensions!

“Onward, march forward!”

Despite his best efforts, the grandson of Henry IV could not inspire those stony-hearted men—no one made a move. Monsieur de Beaufort had no choice but to call them all sorts of rascals. Sometimes, when Monsieur de Chavigny visited him, the duke would ask what he should think if an army of Parisians appeared at Vincennes to liberate him. “My lord,” De Chavigny replied with a respectful bow, “I have twenty artillery pieces on the ramparts and thirty thousand guns in my casemates.”

"I would bombard the troops until not a single grain of gunpowder remained unfired."

"Yes, but after you fired off your thirty thousand cannons, they would seize the keep. Once the keep

# Chapter XIX: Pâtés made by the Successor of Father Marteau are described

The pâtés made by Father Marteau's successor were highly praised. Half an hour later, La Ramee returned, overjoyed, like anyone who has enjoyed a hearty meal and a generous drink. The pâtés were excellent, and the wine delightful. The weather was fine, and the tennis match was played outdoors.

By two o’clock, according to Grimaud's instructions, the tennis balls began to be sent flying toward the moat, much to La Ramee's delight, who eagerly marked fifteen points every time the duke hit a ball into the water. Soon, they ran out of balls due to the number that had been hit over. La Ramee suggested sending someone to retrieve them, but the duke noted that it would be a waste of time. Instead, he walked to the rampart and looked down, spotting a man working in one of the small gardens tended by peasants on the far side of the moat.

“Hey, friend!” called the duke. The man looked up, and the duke almost gasped in surprise. The peasant, the gardener, was Rochefort, whom he believed was imprisoned in the Bastille. “Who’s up there?” asked the man. “Would you please gather our balls and throw them back to us?” replied the duke.

The gardener nodded and began tossing the balls, which La Ramee and the guard collected. One ball, however, fell at the duke’s feet. Realizing it was meant for him, he pocketed it. La Ramee was thrilled to have defeated a prince of the blood. The duke then went indoors and retired to bed, as all his books had been taken away. La Ramee took all his clothes, ensuring the duke wouldn’t try to leave.

However, the duke managed to hide the ball beneath his pillow, and as soon as the door closed, he bit off the covering of the ball and found this letter inside:

My Lord,—Your friends are watching over you, and the hour of your deliverance is at hand.  
"Ask for a pie to be delivered the day after tomorrow from the new confectioner across from the castle, who is Noirmont, your former maître d’hôtel. Do not open the pie until you are alone. I hope you will be pleased with what is inside.  
“Your highness’s most devoted servant,  
“In the Bastille, as elsewhere,  
“Comte de Rochefort.”

The duke, who had recently been granted the use of a fire, burned the letter but kept the ball, tucking it under his pillow as he went to bed. La Ramee entered and smiled kindly at the prisoner, for he was a good man who had grown attached to the captive prince. He tried to cheer him during his solitude.

“Ah, my friend!” exclaimed the duke. “You are so kind! If only I could enjoy pâtés and sip Burgundy as you do at the home of Father Marteau’s successor.”

“It’s true, my lord,” La Ramee replied, “his pâtés are famous, and his wine is exquisite.”

“Still,” the duke continued, “his cellar and kitchen could easily surpass those of Monsieur de Chavigny.”

“Well, my lord,” La Ramee said, falling into the trap, “why not try them? Besides, I’ve promised him your patronage.”

“You’re right,” the duke answered. “If I am to stay here permanently, as Monsieur Mazarin has kindly said, I must learn to entertain myself in my old age. I must truly become a gourmand.”

“My lord,” La Ramee advised, “if you will allow me, don’t wait until you are old to begin.”

“Good!” thought the Duc de Beaufort. “Everyone loses their heart and soul to one of the seven deadly sins—perhaps two. It seems La Ramee’s is gluttony. Let’s make the most of it.” Then, out loud, he said:

“Well, my dear La Ramee! The day after tomorrow is a holiday.”

“Yes, my lord—Pentecost.”

“Will you give me a lesson the day after tomorrow?”

“In what?”

“In gastronomy?”

“Certainly, my lord.”

“But only with the two of us. Send the guards to dine at Monsieur de Chavigny’s canteen; we’ll have supper here with you in charge.”

“Hmm,” La Ramee responded.

The offer was tempting, but La Ramee was experienced and knew all a prisoner’s tricks. Monsieur de Beaufort had claimed he had forty ways to escape prison. Could this proposed breakfast be one of them? He thought about it but remembered he would be in charge of the food and wine, making sure nothing could be added to them. As for being made drunk, the duke wouldn’t be able to do that, and this amused La Ramee. Then, an idea struck him that brought it all together.

The duke followed La Ramee’s changing expressions with growing unease, reading every thought on his face. Suddenly, La Ramee seemed to brighten. “Well,” he asked, “will that do?”

“Yes, my lord, but on one condition.”

“What is it?”

“That Grimaud shall wait on us at table.”

This suited the duke, but he kept his composure and replied, “Your Grimaud will ruin the meal.”

“I’ll have him stand behind your chair. He won’t talk, so you won’t see or hear him, and with a little imagination, you can imagine him a hundred miles away.”

“You know, my friend, it is very clear to me: you don’t trust me.”

“My lord, the day after tomorrow is Pentecost.”

“Well, what does Pentecost mean to me? Are you afraid the Holy Spirit will come as a tongue of fire and open the doors of my prison?”

“No, my lord; but I’ve already told you what that accursed magician predicted.”

“And what was that?”

“That Pentecost would not pass without your highness being out of Vincennes.”

“So you believe in sorcerers, you fool?”

“I— I pay them no heed,” he said, snapping his fingers. “But it’s my Lord Giulio who takes them seriously; being Italian, he’s superstitious.”

The duke shrugged. “Very well,” he answered with a show of good humor, “I’ll allow Grimaud, but no one else. The rest is up to you.”

"Order whatever you wish for supper—my sole request is one of those pies. Let the baker know that if he satisfies me this time, I promise to be a loyal customer, not just now, but even when I leave this place."

"You believe you’ll one day leave, then?" La Ramee asked.

"Of course!" said the prince. "Surely after Mazarin’s death. I am fifteen years his junior. It’s true that life runs faster in Vincennes—"

"My lord," La Ramee cautioned.

"Or a man might die sooner; it’s just the same."

As La Ramee reached the door, he stopped for a moment. "Who would your highness like me to send to you?"

"Anyone, except Grimaud."

"The officer of the guard, then, with his chessboard?"

"Yes."

Five minutes later, the officer entered, and the duke appeared completely absorbed in the intricacies of chess strategy.

The mind is a mysterious thing—it's remarkable how much can shift within it due to a sign, a word, or a glimmer of hope. The duke had spent five years in prison, and reflecting on that time, those years, which had seemed endless, now seemed shorter than the two days—the forty-eight hours—that separated him from his planned escape. Still, one question haunted him: how would the escape happen? They encouraged him to have hope, but hadn’t revealed the hidden part of the plan. And who were these friends waiting for him outside? Did he still have friends after five years of imprisonment?

If so, he was truly fortunate. He overlooked the fact that, besides his male friends, a woman—strangely enough—had remembered him. She may not have been entirely faithful, but she hadn’t forgotten him, and that was something. Thus, the duke’s thoughts were full. As a result, he played chess no better than he had played tennis, making mistake after mistake, and the officer found him an easy opponent. Yet his losing streak served a purpose—it helped the hours pass until eight in the evening. Then night would come, bringing the hope of sleep. That, at least, was what the duke believed; but sleep is a fickle fairy, often keeping people waiting when they call to her the most.

The duke waited until midnight, tossing on his mattress like St. Laurence on his gridiron. Eventually, he fell asleep. But at daybreak he awoke, disturbed by wild dreams. He dreamed he had wings and longed to fly away.

For a while, these wings lifted him, but after reaching a certain height, his support failed him. His wings broke, and he plunged into a bottomless abyss. He awoke drenched in sweat, shaken as if he’d truly fallen. He drifted back to sleep, and another vision began. This time, he found himself in an underground passage meant to lead him out of Vincennes. Grimaud walked ahead, carrying a lantern. The passage gradually narrowed, but the duke pressed on.

At last, it became so narrow that he could move no farther; the walls pressed close against him. He made desperate efforts to continue, but in vain. He could see Grimaud ahead, advancing with his lantern, but could not call out—he was unable to speak. From behind, he then heard the footfalls of his pursuers nearing.

The footsteps came rapidly. He was discovered; all hope for escape vanished. The walls seemed to close in, working in concert with his enemies. Then, he heard La Ramee’s voice. La Ramee seized his hand, laughing heartily. He had been captured again and was led to the low, vaulted chamber where Ornano, Puylaurens, and his uncle had met their ends.

There lay the three graves, their mounds rising above the ground, and a fourth awaited its new occupant. The duke had as much trouble waking up as he’d had falling asleep, and La Ramee found him so pale and weary that he asked if something was wrong. “Actually,” said one of the guards, who had stayed in the chamber, kept awake by a toothache due to the damp air, “my lord had a very restless night and, in his dreams, called for help a few times.”

“What’s wrong, Your Highness?” La Ramee inquired. “It’s your fault, you rascal,” replied the duke. “With your talk yesterday about escaping, you troubled me so much I dreamed I was escaping and broke my neck.”

La Ramee laughed. “Well,” he said, “consider that a warning from Heaven.”

"Never try to escape—unless it’s in your dreams."

"You’re right, my dear La Ramee," said the duke, wiping the sweat from his brow, now thoroughly awake. "From now on, I’ll think only of eating and drinking."

"Quiet!" La Ramee replied, dismissing the guards one by one with various excuses.

"Well?" the duke asked when they were alone.

"Well!" La Ramee said, "Your supper is arranged."

"Ah! And what will it be? Monsieur, my majordomo, will there be a pie?"

"I believe so—almost as tall as a tower."

"You told him it was for me?"

"Yes, and he assured me he would do everything to please your highness."

"Good!" the duke exclaimed, rubbing his hands. "Devil take it, my lord!"

"What a gourmet you’re becoming! I haven’t seen you so cheerful in five years."

The duke realized he’d let his excitement show, but just then, as if sensing it was time to refocus La Ramee, Grimaud entered and indicated that he wished to speak. La Ramee went over to Grimaud, who whispered to him. Meanwhile, the duke regained his composure. "I have already forbidden that man to come in without my permission," he said.

"You must excuse him, my lord," replied La Ramee, "for I told him to come."

"And why, when you know he annoys me?"

"My lord will remember we agreed he should assist at the famous supper. It seems you have forgotten."

"No, I haven’t forgotten supper—but I did forget Monsieur Grimaud."

"My lord must understand: there can be no supper unless he is present."

"Very well, do as you please."

"Come here, my lad," La Ramee said, "and listen to me."

Grimaud approached, looking very sullen. La Ramee continued, "My lord has honored me with an invitation to a private supper tomorrow."

Grimaud signaled that he didn’t see his role in this.

"Yes, yes," said La Ramee, "and you are involved, for you will have the honor of serving us. Besides, no matter how much we eat and drink, there will be leftovers, and those will be yours."

Grimaud bowed in thanks. "Now," La Ramee continued, "I must ask your highness’s pardon, but it seems Monsieur de Chavigny will be away for a few days. He has sent word that he has some instructions to give me before he leaves."

The duke tried to exchange a glance with Grimaud, but Grimaud’s face remained blank. “Then go,” said the duke, “and come back as soon as possible.”

“Would your highness like a rematch for yesterday’s tennis match?”

Grimaud gave a slight nod of agreement. “Yes,” said the duke, “but be careful, La Ramee, for I mean to beat you thoroughly.”

La Ramee left. Grimaud watched him leave, and once the door was closed, he drew a pencil and paper from his pocket. “Write, my lord,” he said.

“And what should I write?”

Grimaud replied, “Everything is arranged for tomorrow evening. Watch from seven to nine. Have two riding horses ready. We will leave through the first window in the gallery.”

“What else?”

“Please sign it, my lord.”

The duke signed. “Now, my lord, if you still have it, give me the ball that held the letter.”

The duke retrieved it from under his pillow and handed it to Grimaud.

Grimaud offered a grim smile. “Well?” the duke asked.

“Well, my lord, I’ll sew the paper into the ball, and during tennis, you’ll send it into the ditch.”

“But won’t it be lost?”

“Oh no; someone will fetch it.”

“A gardener?”

Grimaud nodded. “The same as yesterday?”

Another nod. “The Count de Rochefort?”

Grimaud nodded again. “Well, come now,” said the duke, “give me more about the escape.”

“That’s for the last moment,” Grimaud replied.

“Who’ll be waiting for me beyond the ditch?”

“I don’t know, my lord.”

“But at least, if you don’t want to see me go mad, tell me what’s in the famous package.”

“Two daggers, a knotted rope, and a 'poire d’angoisse.'”  
*The poire d’angoisse was an infamous gag, shaped like a pear. Inserted into the mouth, it expands via a spring, forcing the jaws open.*

“Yes, I understand.”

“My lord notes there will be enough for everyone.”

“We’ll take the daggers and the rope,” said the duke. “And make La Ramee eat the pear,” Grimaud added. “My dear Grimaud, you don't speak often, but your words are worth gold.”

# Chapter XX: One of Marie Michon’s Adventures

While these plans were being made by the Duc de Beaufort and Grimaud, the Comte de la Fère and the Vicomte de Bragelonne were entering Paris via the Rue du Faubourg Saint Marcel. They stopped at the sign of the Fox, located on the Rue du Vieux Colombier—a tavern Athos had known for many years—and requested two bedrooms.

“You need to get dressed, Raoul,” Athos said. “I’m going to introduce you to someone.”  
“Today, sir?” the young man asked. “In half an hour.”

Raoul bowed. Perhaps, unlike Athos, who seemed made of iron, he would have preferred a refreshing bath in the Seine, which he had heard so much about, followed by a nap. But since the Comte de la Fère had spoken, all he thought of was obedience. “By the way,” Athos added, “make sure you look your best, Raoul; I want you to make a good impression.”

“I hope, sir,” the young man replied with a smile, “that this isn’t a marriage proposal for me; you know about my engagement to Louise?”

Athos smiled in return. “Don’t worry. Although I am introducing you to a lady, I hope you will come to love her—”

Raoul looked at the count with a hint of unease, but Athos's smile quickly reassured him. “How old is she?” asked the Vicomte de Bragelonne.

“My dear Raoul, let me be clear: that’s a question you should never ask. If you can tell a woman’s age by looking at her, there’s no need to ask. If you can’t, then asking is simply impolite.”

“Is she beautiful?”

“Sixteen years ago, she was considered not only the most beautiful but also the most graceful woman in France.”

This response reassured the vicomte. A woman who had been a celebrated beauty a year before his birth could not possibly be involved in any romantic scheme concerning him. He went to get ready. When he returned, Athos greeted him with the same paternal smile he had often shown D’Artagnan, but now an even deeper tenderness for Raoul was visible on his face. Athos glanced at Raoul's feet, hands, and hair—those three markers of lineage.

The young man had dark hair, neatly parted and falling in curls to frame his face, which was in style at the time. He wore gray kid gloves that matched his hat and showed off his slender, elegant hands. His boots, matching the color of his hat and gloves, fit his small feet as snugly as those of a twelve-year-old boy. “Come,” Athos murmured, “if she isn’t proud of him, she must be hard to please.”

It was three o’clock in the afternoon. The two travelers made their way to Rue Saint Dominique and stopped in front of a magnificent hotel, adorned with the arms of De Luynes. “This is the place,” Athos said. He entered, ascended the steps, and approached a footman dressed in elaborate livery. He asked whether the Duchess de Chevreuse was available and if she could receive the Comte de la Fère.

The servant returned with a message stating that, although the duchess did not have the honor of knowing Monsieur de la Fère, she would receive him. Athos followed the footman, who led him through a series of rooms before stopping at a closed door. Athos signaled to the Vicomte de Bragelonne to wait. The footman opened the door and announced, “Monsieur le Comte de la Fère.” Madame de Chevreuse, whose name often appears in our story "The Three Musketeers" without her ever being present, remained a beautiful woman. Although she was around forty-four or forty-five years old, she could easily have passed for thirty-five.

She still had her luxurious fair hair and large, expressive, intelligent eyes—often wide with intrigue and sometimes closed by the blindness of love. Her nymph-like figure endured, so that when her back was turned, she resembled the girl who had leaped over the moat of the Tuileries with Anne of Austria in 1563. In every other way, she was the same spirited woman who threw such originality into her romantic escapades that they became family legends.

She was in a small boudoir, draped in blue damask decorated with red flowers and golden foliage, overlooking a garden. Reclining on a sofa, her head rested against rich tapestry, she held a book, her arm propped up by a cushion. At the footman’s announcement, she stirred slightly and peeked out with curiosity.

Athos entered, dressed in violet-tinted velvet trimmed with silk in the same color. His shoulder knots gleamed with burnished silver, and his mantle was plain, free of gold or embroidery. A single violet feather adorned his hat, and his boots were black leather. At his waist hung the magnificent sword whose hilt Porthos had so often admired in the Rue Feron. Elegant lace adorned his shirt collar, and lace fell over the tops of his boots. He carried himself with such nobility that Madame de Chevreuse rose slightly and motioned for him to sit beside her. Athos bowed and complied.

The footman was about to leave, but Athos motioned for him to stay. "Madame," he said to the duchess, "I took the liberty of coming to your hotel without an introduction, and it seems my boldness has been rewarded, as you graciously receive me. May I ask for another favor: a private meeting for just half an hour?"

“I agree, monsieur,” replied Madame de Chevreuse with her warmest smile. “But that’s not all, madame. I know I’m being rather bold, but I also ask that this meeting remain completely private, and I sincerely hope we won’t be disturbed.”

“I am not available to anyone,” the Duchess de Chevreuse told the footman. "You may go."

The footman exited, leaving a brief silence. During this moment, the two, recognizing each other as nobility, examined one another without the least discomfort. The duchess broke the silence first. "Well, sir, I am eager to hear what you wish to discuss with me."

"And I, madame," replied Athos, "am filled with admiration."

"

# Chapter XXI: The Abbé Scarron

Once, on Rue des Tournelles, there stood a house well known to all the sedan chairmen and footmen of Paris, yet it did not belong to a great lord or wealthy man. There was no dining, no card playing, no dancing within its walls—yet it was a gathering place for the elite, and all Paris visited.

It was the home of the witty Abbé Scarron, where laughter echoed endlessly. This was where Paris’s events took shape, quickly transformed and twisted into epigrams or gossip. Everyone wanted to spend an hour with the little Abbé, listening to his wit and repeating it elsewhere. He was called an abbé because he owned an abbey, but he was not an abbé in the traditional sense. He had once been one of the liveliest prebendaries in the town of Mans.

One carnival day, he conceived an unusual spectacle for the lively town. He had his servant cover him in honey, then rolled himself in a feather bed, transforming into the most ridiculous creature imaginable. In this costume, he visited his friends of both sexes.

He was met first with astonishment, then with laughter and shouts, then insults from porters and stones from children. Chased, he finally had to run. With everyone pursuing him, Scarron found only one escape—by jumping into the river, though it was freezing cold. The shock seized him, and when he reached the opposite bank, he found himself crippled. Despite every effort to restore the use of his limbs, nothing succeeded. After enduring a rigorous medical regimen, he dismissed all his doctors, preferring the illness to the cure, and moved to Paris, where his reputation for wit went before him. There, he had a chair designed to his liking, and one day, while visiting Anne of Austria in this chair, she, charmed by his cleverness, asked if he wanted a title.

“Yes, Your Majesty, there is a title I greatly desire,” replied Scarron. “And what is that?”
“That of being your invalid,” Scarron answered.

Thus, he became known as the queen’s invalid and received a pension of fifteen hundred francs. From that fortunate moment, Scarron enjoyed a happy life, spending both his income and his savings.

One day, however, an envoy from the cardinal told him he was misguided for seeing the coadjutor so often.

“And why is that?” asked Scarron. “Is he not of good birth?”
“Certainly.”
“Is he agreeable?”
“Undeniably.”
“Is he witty?”
“He unfortunately possesses too much wit.”
“Well, then, why do you want me to stop seeing such a man?”
“Because he is an enemy.”
“An enemy of whom?”
“Of the cardinal.”
“What?” Scarron replied. “I keep seeing Monsieur Gilles Despreaux, who thinks poorly of me, and you want me to stop seeing the coadjutor just because he thinks poorly of someone else?”
"Impossible!"

The discussion became deadlocked. Out of sheer stubbornness, Scarron started seeing Monsieur de Gondy even more often. On the morning in question, he expected his quarterly payment. As usual, he sent his servant to the pension office, but the servant came back empty-handed—the government had no funds for Monsieur Scarron.

It was Thursday, the abbé’s reception day, and people arrived in large numbers. In no time, news of the cardinal refusing Scarron's pension was all over town, and Mazarin was sharply criticized.

As Athos walked down Rue Saint-Honoré, he crossed paths with two gentlemen he did not recognize, both on horseback with a servant, going the same way. One, holding his hat in his hand, addressed him:

"Would you believe it, monsieur? That villain Mazarin has cut off poor Scarron's pension."
"That's terrible," Athos replied, nodding to the two gentlemen as they parted with polite gestures. "It's fortunate we're going there this evening," he said to the vicomte. "We'll pay our respects to that unfortunate man."
"Who is this Monsieur Scarron, who has got all Paris talking about him? Is he a former minister?"
"Oh no, vicomte," Athos replied. "He’s simply a man of great talent who has angered the cardinal by writing some verse against him."
“Do gentlemen really write poetry?” Raoul asked innocently. “I thought that was beneath them.”
"It can be, my dear vicomte," Athos said with a laugh, "if the poetry is bad. But good poetry can build one's reputation—just look at Monsieur de Rotrou. Still," he added, with a dose of fatherly advice, "it’s probably best to avoid it altogether."
"Then," Raoul said, "this Monsieur Scarron writes poetry?"
“Yes; consider yourself warned, vicomte. Think carefully about what you say in that house."
"Speak only in gestures, or rather, listen to everyone and speak to no one."
"Yes, sir," Raoul replied. "You'll see me with one of my friends, the Abbé d’Herblay, whom I've mentioned before."
"I remember him, sir."
"Approach us from time to time as if you want to say something, but don't really listen or speak. That little trick helps keep unwanted guests away."
"Very well, sir; I’ll do just as you say."

Athos made two visits in Paris. At seven o’clock, he and Raoul went to Rue des Tournelles, which was crowded with porters, horses, and footmen. Athos worked his way in, with the young man following. The first person he saw inside was Aramis, standing near a large chair on wheels, draped with tapestry and a canopy. From this tent peered a lively, youthful face—pale but animated, with eyes full of intelligence and friendliness. This was the Abbé Scarron, always laughing, joking, and offering compliments—yet also suffering, nervously fidgeting with a little switch.

Around the elegant chair gathered gentlemen and ladies. The room was neat and comfortable, the windows dressed in large, faded silk valances embroidered with bright flowers. The decor was simple but tasteful. Two servants attended the guests. Upon seeing Athos, Aramis came up, shook his hand, and presented him to Scarron. Raoul remained quiet, unprepared for such brilliant company.

After a few minutes, the door opened and a footman announced Mademoiselle Paulet. Athos touched the vicomte’s shoulder. "Look at this lady, Raoul; she is a historical figure. King Henry IV was on his way to visit her when he was assassinated."

Everyone surrounded Mademoiselle Paulet, who was always fashionable. She was tall and slender, with a cascade of golden curls that would have delighted Raphael and which Titian painted on all his Magdalens. This golden mane, along with her commanding presence among other women, earned her the nickname “La Lionne.” Mademoiselle Paulet took her seat, but before sitting, she surveyed the room with regal grace, her gaze pausing on Raoul.

Athos smiled. “Mademoiselle Paulet has noticed you, Vicomte; go and speak to her. Be yourself—a simple young man from the country. And whatever you do, don’t mention Henry IV.”
“When shall we have our walk together?” Athos then asked Aramis. “Soon—not enough people are here yet; we’d draw too much attention.”

At that moment, the door opened, and the coadjutor entered. At the sound of his name, everyone turned, for he was already a notable figure. Athos, knowing the Abbé de Gondy only by reputation, looked as well.

He saw a short, dark man, awkward and poorly built, with an attitude suggesting he could do anything—except draw a sword or fire a pistol. There was a proud, almost contemptuous expression on his face. Scarron rolled his chair toward him.

“Well,” said the coadjutor on seeing him, “you’re out of favor, abbé?”
This was the evening’s usual opening. After repeating witty rejoinders all night, Scarron managed one last reply. "Monsieur, Cardinal Mazarin has been so gracious as to think of me," he said.
“But how will you keep receiving us?” the coadjutor asked. “If your income is cut, I’ll have to make you a canon of Notre Dame.”
"Not a chance!" Scarron exclaimed. “That might cause trouble for you.”
“Perhaps you have secret resources?”
“I’ll borrow from the queen.”
“But her majesty has nothing left,” Aramis interjected.

Just then, Madame de Chevreuse was announced. Everyone stood to greet her. Scarron turned his chair toward the door, Raoul blushed, and Athos gestured to Aramis, who discreetly moved to hide in an alcove. Among the flood of compliments, the duchess seemed to be looking for someone. Finally, her eyes fell on Raoul, bright with recognition. When she noticed Athos, her expression grew thoughtful, and on seeing Aramis tucked away, she gasped behind her fan.

“By the way,” she said, as if shaking off her thoughts, “how is poor Voiture? Do you know, Scarron?”
“What? Is Monsieur Voiture ill?” asked a gentleman who had spoken to Athos on Rue Saint-Honoré. “What’s wrong with him?”
“He performed at a show but didn’t prepare clean linen. He caught a chill and is now quite ill.”
“Is he really that sick, dear Voiture?” Aramis asked, half-hidden by the curtain. “Die!” exclaimed Mademoiselle Paulet sharply. “He!”
“He is surrounded by sultanas, like a Turk. Madame de Saintot has rushed to bring him broth; La Renaudot is warming his sheets; and the Marquise de Rambouillet sends his infusions.”
"You don't like him, my dear Parthenie," Scarron commented. "What injustice, my dear invalid! I dislike him so little that I’d gladly have masses sung for the repose of his soul."
“You’re aptly named ‘Lionne,’” Madame de Chevreuse observed. “Those teeth of yours are quite fierce.”
"It seems you’re being unfair to a great poet," Raoul interjected. "A great poet! It’s clear, Vicomte, you’re straight from the provinces and have never seen him."
“A great poet! He’s hardly five feet tall.”
“Bravo, bravo!” shouted a tall man with a huge mustache and a long sword. “Well said, fair Paulet! It’s time Voiture’s poetry was put in its place. For my part, I always found it dreadful—and I know something about poetry.”
“Who is that officer?” Raoul asked Athos. “Who’s speaking?”
“Monsieur de Scudéry, author of ‘Clélie’ and ‘Le Grand Cyrus,’ which he wrote partly with his sister, who is now with that beautiful lady near Monsieur Scarron.”

Raoul turned and saw two newcomers. One was enchanting, delicate, and thoughtful, with beautiful dark hair and gentle eyes like violets edged with gold. The other, an older woman, seemed to watch over her companion; she was cold, dry, and pale—an ideal duenna or chaperone. Raoul resolved not to leave without speaking to the lovely girl with the soft eyes, who, for some reason, reminded him of his dear Louise back at the Château de la Vallière.

Meanwhile, Aramis moved closer to the coadjutor, who, still smiling, whispered something in his ear. Aramis could not fully hide his surprise. “Laugh, now,” said Monsieur de Retz, “they’re watching.” Then he joined Madame de Chevreuse and her circle. Aramis forced a laugh to distract some onlookers, and, seeing Athos by the window, made his way there, using casual words to pass unnoticed. Once together by the window, the two friends talked, their conversation filled with gestures. Raoul then moved over as Athos had previously advised.

“That’s a rondeau by Monsieur Voiture the abbé is reciting to me,” Athos said loudly. “I must admit, I find it beyond compare.”
Raoul spent only a few minutes before returning to Madame de Chevreuse’s group. “Well?” Athos asked quietly. “It’s arranged for tomorrow,” Aramis replied softly. “At what time?”
“Six o’clock.”
“Where?”
“At Saint Mandé.”
“Who told you?”
“The Count de Rochefort.”

Just then, someone joined the conversation. “Voiture’s works lack any philosophical depth, but I agree with the coadjutor—he is a real poet.” Aramis spoke up for all to hear. “And I agree,” murmured the velvet-eyed young lady.
“I have the bad habit of greatly admiring his poetry.”
“Monsieur Scarron, would you do me the honor,” Raoul asked bashfully, “of telling me the name of that young lady whose opinion seems so different from everybody else's?”
“Ah, young vicomte,” Scarron replied, “I see you want to make a pact—offensive and defensive.”
Raoul blushed more. “You asked for her name. She’s called the fair Indian.”
“Forgive me, sir,” Raoul answered, blushing yet again, “but I still don’t know who she is. I must be from the country.”
“Which means you don’t know much about the nonsense that fills Paris.”
“That is very good, young man! Truly, it is. Don’t try to understand it—you’d waste your time.”
“You forgive me then, sir?” Raoul asked. “Will you tell me who the young Indian is?”
“Of course; she’s one of the most delightful people you’ll meet—Mademoiselle Frances d’Aubigné.”
“Is she related to the famous Agrippa, Henry IV’s friend?”
“Yes—she’s his granddaughter. She comes from Martinique, which is why I call her the beautiful Indian.”

Raoul looked surprised, and the young lady caught his eye and smiled. The discussion returned to Voiture. “Monsieur,” Mademoiselle d’Aubigné said, joining Scarron's talk with Raoul, “are you not impressed by Monsieur Voiture’s friends?”

"See how they strip him of everything in their praise. One person takes away his sense, another his poetry, another his originality, another his wit, someone else his independence of spirit. What will they leave him? As Mademoiselle de Scudéry pointed out."

Scarron and Raoul laughed. The fair Indian, surprised by this, blushed and turned quiet. Athos, still watching from the window, observed everything with a faint, cynical smile.

“Tell the Comte de la Fère to come to me,” said Madame de Chevreuse. “I want to speak to him.”
"And I," said the coadjutor, "want it believed I'm not speaking to him."
“I admire him; I care for him—for I know of his adventures—but I won’t speak to him before the day after tomorrow.”
“And why the day after tomorrow?” asked Madame de Chevreuse. “You’ll see tomorrow night,” replied the coadjutor with a smile. “Really, dear Gondy,” the duchess said, “you’re like the Apocalypse. Monsieur d’Herblay,” she added, turning to Aramis, “will you be my servant once more this evening?”
“How could you doubt it?” Aramis replied. “Tonight, tomorrow, always; just give the order.”
“I will, then. Go fetch the Comte de la Fère; I wish to talk to him.”

Aramis found Athos and brought him over.

“Monsieur le Comte,” said the duchess, handing him a letter, “here is what I promised; our young friend will be well received.”
“Madame, he is lucky to owe you this favor.”
“You shouldn't envy him—for I have you to thank for meeting him,” the clever lady replied, her smile reminding both Aramis and Athos of Marie Michon.

As she made this witty remark, she stood and called for her carriage. Mademoiselle Paulet had already left, and Mademoiselle de Scudéry was on her way out.

“Vicomte,” Athos said to Raoul, “follow the duchess; offer her your arm as you go downstairs, and thank her as you escort her.”

The charming Indian went to Scarron. “You’re leaving so soon?” he asked.
“Yes, I’m nearly the last. If you hear anything about Monsieur Voiture, please let me know tomorrow.”
“Oh!” said Scarron, “he may as well die now.”
“Why?” the velvet-eyed girl wondered.
“Because—he’s already had his eulogy.”

They parted amid laughter, she glancing back curiously at the witty invalid, he watching her with warm affection.

Guests gradually departed. Scarron seemed unaware that some visitors were exchanging letters and whispering conspiratorially, as if the party concealed secret plans behind the ostentatious literary debates. What did it matter to Scarron? In his home, rebels could plot in peace, since, as stated earlier, he had ceased to be "the queen’s invalid" that morning

# Chapter XXIII: One of the Forty Methods of Escape of the Duc de Beaufort

Meanwhile, time was passing for the prisoner and for those orchestrating his escape, though it felt much slower for him. Unlike most people, who dive into a risky plan with enthusiasm only to lose their nerve as the moment of action approaches, the Duc de Beaufort—whose spirited bravery had become legendary—seemed to push time forward, eagerly anticipating the hour of action.

In his solitary escape, other than his vague and uncertain plans for the future, he felt a surge of vengeance fill his heart. First and foremost, his escape would be a major blow to Monsieur de Chavigny, whom he despised for the petty persecutions he had suffered at his hands. It would be an even greater setback for Mazarin, whom he loathed for more serious wrongs. Notably, there was a fitting symmetry in his feelings towards both the prison governor and the minister—between the subordinate and the master.

Monsieur de Beaufort, who was well-acquainted with the inner workings of the Palais Royal, though unaware of the relationship between the queen and the cardinal, imagined the dramatic excitement that would spread from the minister’s office to Anne of Austria’s chamber: “Monsieur de Beaufort has escaped!” As he pictured this moment, he smiled to himself, envisioning the instant he would be outside, breathing the fresh air of the plains and forests, riding a powerful horse, and shouting, “I am free!”

However, when he returned to reality, he recognized he was still confined within four walls. He saw La Ramee idly twirling his thumbs ten feet away, while his guards laughed and drank in the anteroom. Strangely enough, the only aspect of this unpleasant scene that gave him any comfort—such is the fickleness of the human mind—was the gloomy face of Grimaud, whom he had initially hated, but who had now become his only hope.

To the prisoner, Grimaud appeared like an Antinous. It’s important to note that this transformation existed only in the fevered imagination of the prisoner; Grimaud remained unchanged, and so he retained the full confidence of his superior, La Ramee. In fact, La Ramee trusted Grimaud more than he trusted himself, for he secretly had a fondness for Monsieur de Beaufort.

Thus, good La Ramee turned the modest supper with his prisoner into a little celebration. He had one flaw—he was a gourmand. He found the pâtés delightful and the wine excellent. The successor of Père Marteau had promised him a pheasant pâté instead of the usual fowl, along with Chambertin wine instead of Macon.

All of this was made even more enjoyable by the presence of that remarkable prince, who was so good-natured and who devised such entertaining tricks against Monsieur de Chavigny and clever jokes about Mazarin. For La Ramee, the approaching Pentecost became one of the four major holidays of the year. He anticipated six o’clock with as much eagerness as the duke himself. Since dawn, La Ramee had been busy with preparations, relying solely on himself. He personally visited the successor of Pere Marteau, who had truly outdone himself. The successor presented La Ramee with a massive pie adorned with Monsieur de Beaufort’s coat of arms. Although it was still empty, a pheasant and two partridges lay nearby. La Ramee's mouth watered at the sight, and he returned to the duke’s chamber, rubbing his hands in delight.

To add to his happiness, Monsieur de Chavigny had left that morning on a journey, leaving La Ramee as acting governor of the château. Grimaud, on the other hand, appeared more sullen than ever. During the morning, Monsieur de Beaufort played a game of tennis with La Ramee, and a signal from Grimaud made him alert. Grimaud, going ahead, followed the path they would take that evening. The game took place in a secluded area called the little court of the château, usually deserted except when Monsieur de Beaufort played. Even then, the high walls made caution seem unnecessary. There were three gates to open before reaching the court, each needing a different key.

When they arrived, Grimaud casually sat down by a loophole in the wall, letting his legs dangle outside. It was clear that this was where the rope ladder would be attached. While the Duc de Beaufort understood this maneuver, it was completely lost on La Ramee. The tennis match, which Monsieur de Beaufort had agreed to play at Grimaud's signal, began in the afternoon. The duke was in top form and easily defeated La Ramee. Four guards, who were always close to the prisoner, helped gather the tennis balls.

When the game ended, the duke laughed at La Ramee’s poor play and offered the guards two louis d’or to go drink to his health, along with their four comrades. The guards asked La Ramee for permission, which he granted—but not until the evening, as he had business to attend to and couldn’t leave the prisoner alone.

As six o’clock approached, dinner was prepared and served, though they wouldn’t sit down until seven. On the sideboard sat a massive pie adorned with the duke’s coat of arms, perfectly baked, as evidenced by the golden hue of its crust. The rest of the meal was yet to come. Everyone was excited: La Ramee to sit down for dinner, the guards to go out for drinks, and the duke to make his escape.

Grimaud remained as calm as ever. One might have thought that Athos had trained him specifically for a moment such as this. There were times when the duke, watching Grimaud, wondered if he was dreaming and whether this marble-like figure could truly be at his service, ready to spring to life when action was needed. La Ramee dismissed the guards, instructing them to drink to the duke’s health. Once they were gone, he locked all the doors, put the keys in his pocket, and gestured to the table with an expression that said, “Whenever my lord is ready.”

The prince glanced at Grimaud, who was watching the clock; it was just a quarter past six. The escape was set for seven, leaving them a little under forty-five minutes to wait. To pass the time, the duke pretended to read a book, muttering that he wished they would let him finish his chapter.

La Ramee approached and leaned over his shoulder to see what sort of book so interested the prisoner that he would postpone dinner for it. It was "Caesar’s Commentaries," which La Ramee had lent him despite the governor's orders. From that moment, La Ramee resolved never again to disobey such instructions. Meanwhile, he opened the bottles and checked if the pie was satisfactory. At half-past six, the duke stood up and said, very seriously:

“Certainly, Caesar was the greatest man of ancient times.”  
“You think so, my lord?” La Ramee replied.  
“Yes.”  
“Well, I must say, I prefer Hannibal.”  
“And why is that, Master La Ramee?” the duke asked.  
“Because he left no Commentaries,” La Ramee answered with a hearty laugh.

The duke did not respond but sat down at the table, inviting La Ramee to take the opposite seat. There is nothing quite like the face of a gourmet before a well-set table, and as La Ramee received his bowl of soup from Grimaud, he radiated pure happiness. The duke smiled and remarked, “I doubt there’s a more contented man in the entire kingdom than you at this moment!”

“You’re right, my lord duke,” La Ramee replied. “There’s no sight more delightful than a well-filled table, and when the host happens to be the grandson of Henry IV, you can easily understand, my lord duke, that the honor only increases the pleasure.”

The duke bowed in response, and a subtle smile appeared on Grimaud’s face as he stood behind La Ramee. “My dear La Ramee,” the duke said, “you are the only person capable of offering such perfect compliments.”  
“No, my lord duke,” La Ramee replied sincerely. “I simply speak my mind; there’s no flattery in my words—”  
“Then you are fond of me?” the duke asked. “Honestly, I would be inconsolable if you were to leave Vincennes.”  
“That’s a curious way to put it.” The duke intended to say “affection.”  
“But, my lord,” La Ramee responded, “what would you do if you got out?”  
"Every mistake you make could get you mixed up with the court, and they might send you to the Bastille instead of Vincennes. Now, I admit Monsieur de Chavigny is no pleasure, but Monsieur du Tremblay is even worse."  
"Indeed!" exclaimed the duke, glancing at the clock, whose hands seemed to move excruciatingly slowly. "But what can you expect from the brother of a Capuchin monk, trained in Cardinal Richelieu’s school? Ah, my lord, it is lucky the queen, who has always wished you well, decided to send you here, where there’s a promenade, a tennis court, fresh air, and good food."  
"In short," replied the duke, "if I follow your reasoning, La Ramee, I am ungrateful for ever wanting to leave?"  
"Oh! My lord duke, that would be the height of ingratitude; but you’ve never truly thought about it, have you?"  
"Yes," the duke admitted, "I must confess I sometimes do."  
"Still thinking of one of your forty methods, your highness?"  
"Yes, yes, indeed."  
"My lord," La Ramee said, "now that we are comfortable and enjoying ourselves, please share one of those forty ways you’ve imagined."  
"Gladly," replied the duke, "just hand me the pie!"  
"I’m listening," said La Ramee, leaning back in his armchair and raising his glass of Madeira, squinting to catch the sun through the rich liquid. The duke glanced at the clock again.

In ten minutes, it would be seven o'clock. Grimaud set the pie before the duke, who picked up a knife with a silver blade to lift the upper crust. However, La Ramee, worried about damaging this delicate masterpiece, handed his iron-bladed knife to the duke instead.  
“Thank you, La Ramee,” said the prisoner.  
“So, my lord, what do you think of this clever invention of yours?”  
“Must I tell you,” replied the duke, “what I think is best and what I plan to try first?”  
“Yes, exactly that, my lord!” La Ramee exclaimed cheerfully.  
“Well, I hope that, to begin with, I will have an honest fellow like you as my keeper.”  
“And you do have me, my lord.”  
"Well?"  
"Given that I have a keeper like La Ramee, I should also try to have someone introduced to him by a friend—someone who would be loyal to me and help me escape."  
"That's not a bad idea," La Ramee replied.  
"Exactly! For example, the former servant of a brave gentleman, someone who opposes Mazarin, as every gentleman should."  
"Let's not discuss politics, my lord."  
"Certainly. So, my keeper would begin trusting this person and depending on him, allowing me to get news from outside the prison walls."  
"That sounds good, but how would the news get to you?"  
"That’s simple; we could use a game of tennis as a cover."  
"A game of tennis?" La Ramee said, paying closer attention.  
"Yes, imagine this: I hit a ball into the moat, and there’s a man there to retrieve it. Inside the ball, there’s a letter. Instead of throwing the ball back to me when I call for it from the top of the wall, he tosses me another ball, which also contains a letter."  
“Indeed, we’ve exchanged plans without anyone seeing it.”  
“The devil you say! The devil you say!” La Ramee exclaimed, scratching his head. “You were wrong to tell me that, my lord. Now I’ll have to keep an eye on the men who pick up the balls.”  
The duke smiled.  
“But,” La Ramee went on, “that’s just a way of communicating.”  
“And that seems important to me.”  
“But it’s not enough.”  
“Excuse me; for example, I tell my friends to meet on a certain day at a certain hour on the other side of the moat with two horses.”  
“Well, what then?” La Ramee was uneasy. “Unless the horses have wings to fly over the ramparts and come get you.”  
“That’s not necessary. I have,” said the duke, “a way to get down from the ramparts.”  
“What’s that?”  
“A rope ladder.”  
“Yes, but,” La Ramee tried to laugh, “a rope ladder can’t be delivered like a letter.”  
“No, but it can come in something else.”  
“In something else? Like what?”  
“In a pie, for example.”  
“In a pie?” La Ramee repeated, surprised.  
“Yes, just suppose,” said the duke. “Suppose my maitre d’hotel, Noirmont, buys out Père Marteau’s shop—”  
“Well?” La Ramee asked, shuddering.  
“Well, La Ramee, being a true gourmet, finds the pâtés more appealing than those of Père Marteau and suggests I try them. I agree, but only if La Ramee joins me. To make us more comfortable, La Ramee sends the guards away, keeping only Grimaud to serve us. Grimaud is the man a friend sent to help me with everything.”  
The moment of my escape is set for seven o’clock. Well, just a few minutes before seven—”  
“A few minutes before seven?” exclaimed La Ramee, cold sweat forming on his brow.  
“Just a few minutes before seven,” the duke replied, acting out the story as he spoke. “I lift the pie crust and find two poniards, a rope ladder, and a gag. I point one poniard at La Ramee’s chest and say, ‘My friend, I regret to say this, but if you move or make a sound, you die!’”  
While the duke spoke, he acted out the words. He stood close to La Ramee, pressing the poniard so near La Ramee’s heart that there could be no doubt of his purpose. Meanwhile, Grimaud, silent as ever, took the other poniard, the rope ladder, and the gag from the pie.

La Ramee followed this with more and more alarm. “Oh, my lord,” he cried, his face showing horror, “you can’t really mean to kill me!”  
“No, not if you don’t interfere with my escape.”  
“But, my lord, if I let you go, I’m ruined.”  
“I’ll compensate you for your loss of position.”  
“You truly mean to leave the château?”  
“By Heaven and earth! Tonight, I’m determined to be free.”  
“And what if I defend myself or call for help?”  
“I will kill you, on my honor as a gentleman.”

Just then, the clock struck. “Seven o’clock!” Grimaud announced, having remained silent until then. La Ramee moved slightly, hoping to ease his conscience. The duke frowned, and the officer felt the dagger’s point pressing through his clothes, dangerously close to his heart.

“It’s time to go,” the duke said. “My lord, I have one last request.”  
“What is it? Speak quickly.”  
“Please bind my arms, my lord, tightly.”  
“Why should I bind you?”  
“So I am not seen as your accomplice.”  
“Your hands?” Grimaud asked.  
“Not in front, but behind me.”  
“But with what?” the duke questioned.  
“With your belt, my lord!” La Ramee replied. The duke took off his belt and gave it to Grimaud, who tied La Ramee in a way that satisfied him.  
“Your feet, too,” Grimaud said. La Ramee stretched out his legs, and Grimaud tore a tablecloth into strips to tie La Ramee’s feet together.  
“Now, my lord,” pleaded the poor man, “please give me the poire d’angoisse. I’m asking for it; without it, I could be accused in court of not raising the alarm. Please, put it in my mouth, my lord, just put it in.”

Grimaud was about to grant this request when the officer gestured as if he wanted to speak.  
“Speak,” the duke instructed.  
“Now, my lord, remember, if anything happens to me because of you, I have a wife and four children.”  
“Don’t worry; gag him, Grimaud.”

In a flash, La Ramee was gagged and laid flat on the floor. A couple of chairs were knocked over to make it look as if there had been a struggle. Grimaud then took all the keys from the officer's pocket, first unlocking the door to their room, then shutting and double-locking it. He and the duke hurried down the hallway to the small enclosure and finally reached the tennis court, which was absolutely empty—no guards, no one at the windows.

The duke rushed to the rampart and saw three horsemen across the ditch, along with two riding horses. He exchanged signals with them; they were indeed waiting for him. Meanwhile, Grimaud prepared their way of escape. Instead of a rope ladder, it was a ball of silk cord attached to a narrow board meant to fit between the legs. The ball would unwind as the person sat astride the board.  
"Go!" ordered the duke.  
“First, my lord?” Grimaud asked.  
“Of course. If I get caught, they just send me back to prison. If they catch you, they’ll hang you.”  
“That’s true,” Grimaud replied. Without hesitation, he mounted the board as if it were a horse and began his risky descent. The duke watched him with a feeling of involuntary dread.

He had made it about three-quarters of the way down the wall when the cord broke. Grimaud fell, plunging into the moat. The duke cried out, but Grimaud remained silent. He must have been badly hurt, for he lay motionless where he had fallen. One of the men waiting below quickly climbed into the moat, tied a cord under Grimaud's shoulders, and the other two, holding the other end, pulled Grimaud toward them.  
“Come down, my lord,” said the man in the moat.  
“There are only fifteen feet left, and the grass is soft.”

The duke had already started down. It was harder for him, since there was no board to support him. He had to lower himself using only his hands from a height of fifty feet. Yet, as mentioned, he was agile, strong, and clever. In less than five minutes, he had reached the end of the rope and was just fifteen feet from the ground, as the men below had said.

He let go and landed on his feet without injury. Immediately, he climbed up the slope of the moat, where he met De Rochefort. The other two gentlemen were strangers to him. Grimaud, unconscious, was securely tied to a horse.  
“Gentlemen,” said the duke, “I will thank you properly later; right now, we can’t waste a moment. Let’s go!”  
"Come! Those who love me, follow me!"  
With that, he jumped on his horse and rode off at full speed, breathing the fresh air and crying out, his face aglow with triumph and joy:  
"Free! Free! Free!"

# Chapter XXIV: D’Artagnan's Timely Arrival in Paris

In Blois, D’Artagnan received the payment from Mazarin for any future services he might provide to the cardinal.

The journey from Blois to Paris usually took ordinary travelers four days, but D’Artagnan arrived at the Barrière Saint Denis on the third day. As he turned from Rue Montmartre onto Rue Tiquetonne and the Hôtel de la Chevrette, where he had arranged to meet Porthos, he spotted his friend at one of the hotel windows. Porthos was dressed in a sky-blue waistcoat embroidered with silver, grinning widely and showing his white teeth. Passersby admired this handsome, wealthy gentleman who seemed bored with his riches and rank. D’Artagnan and Planchet had barely rounded the corner when Porthos noticed them.

“Hey! D’Artagnan!” he called. “Thank goodness you’ve arrived!”  
“Hello, my dear friend!” replied D’Artagnan. Porthos immediately stood at the hotel threshold. “Ah, my dear friend!” he exclaimed, “the stables for my horses here are dreadful.”  
“Indeed!” said D’Artagnan. “I’m truly sorry to hear that, especially for such fine animals.”  
“I feel the same—I’m very upset about it,” Porthos replied, shifting as he spoke. “If it weren’t for the hostess,” he added, with a smug air, “who is charming and appreciates a good joke, I would have found another place.”

The lovely Madeleine, who had drawn near during their conversation, stepped back and turned pale at Porthos’s words, afraid a scene like the one with the Swiss would happen again. To her surprise, however, D’Artagnan stayed perfectly calm. Instead of getting angry, he laughed and said to Porthos:  
“Yes, I understand; the Rue Tiquetonne is not quite like Pierrefonds. But don’t worry, I’ll take you somewhere much better soon.”  
“When will you do that?” Porthos asked eagerly.  
“Right away, I hope.”  
“Ah! Wonderful!”

After Porthos’s exclamation, a deep, low groan came from behind a door. D’Artagnan, who had just dismounted, now noticed the large figure of Mousqueton outlined against the wall, his mouth downturned in distress.  
“And you, too, my poor Monsieur Mouston, seem out of place in this unfortunate hotel, don’t you?” asked D’Artagnan, using a tone that could be either sympathetic or ironic.  
“He finds the food dreadful,” Porthos answered.  
“Then why doesn’t he cook for himself,
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# Chapter XXV: An Adventure on the High Road

The musketeers rode the entire length of Faubourg Saint Antoine and the road to Vincennes, quickly finding themselves outside the town, then entering a forest, and finally catching sight of a village. With every step, the horses seemed to grow more excited; their nostrils flared like glowing furnaces. D’Artagnan, urging his horse on, was just a couple of feet ahead of Porthos, while Mousqueton followed two lengths behind. The guards were scattered, each depending on the quality of their mounts. From a hilltop, D’Artagnan spotted a crowd gathered on the other side of the moat, in front of the section of the fortress that faced Saint Maur. He pressed forward, sure that he would learn something about the fugitive there. Within five minutes, he reached the spot where the guards joined him, arriving one by one. The people in the crowd were visibly agitated, their eyes fixed on the rope still hanging from the loophole, which was frayed about twenty feet from the ground.

Their eyes measured the height of the wall as they exchanged guesses. Sentinels moved anxiously along the top, their expressions tense. A few soldiers, led by a sergeant, were clearing onlookers from the spot where the duke had mounted his horse. D’Artagnan approached the sergeant directly.

“My officer,” the sergeant said, “you’re not allowed to linger here.”
“That rule doesn’t apply to me,” D’Artagnan replied. “Have the fugitives been pursued?”
“Yes, my officer; unfortunately, they’re well mounted.”
“How many are there?”
“There are four, and a fifth who was carried away wounded.”
“Four!” D’Artagnan exclaimed, glancing at Porthos. “Do you hear, Baron? There are only four of them!”
A joyful smile spread across Porthos’s face. “How much of a head start do they have?”
“Two hours and fifteen minutes, my officer.”
“Two hours and fifteen minutes—that’s nothing; we’re well mounted, aren’t we, Porthos?”
Porthos sighed, thinking of what lay ahead for his poor horses. “Very well,” D’Artagnan said. “Now, in which direction did they go?”
“I’m not allowed to say.”
D’Artagnan took a paper from his pocket. “Order of the king,” he said. “Now, go and speak to the governor.”
“And where is the governor?”
“He’s in the countryside.”
D’Artagnan’s face flushed with anger; he frowned, and his cheeks turned red.
“Ah, you scoundrel!” he exclaimed to the sergeant. “You’re being quite insolent! Wait!”
He unfolded the paper and presented it to the sergeant with one hand while drawing a pistol from his holster with the other, cocking it. “This is an order from the king. Read it and answer, or I’ll blow your brains out!”
The sergeant realized D’Artagnan was serious. “They took the Vendomois road,” he said. “And which gate did they exit through?”
“The Saint Maur gate.”
“If you’re lying to me, you’ll be hanged tomorrow,” the sergeant warned.
“And if you manage to catch up with them, you won’t return to hang me,” the sergeant muttered.
D’Artagnan shrugged, signaled to his escort, and set off. “This way, gentlemen, this way!” he called, leading them toward the gate the sergeant had indicated.

Now that the duke had escaped, Porthos calmly shared the news with him. “If only the two of us arrive,” D’Artagnan said, “that will be enough, since the duke’s group has only four men.”
“That’s true,” Porthos replied.

He urged his horse forward. After another two hours, they had covered twelve leagues without stopping; their horses began to tremble, and foam soaked their doublets. “Let’s take a moment to rest and give these poor creatures a chance to breathe,” Porthos suggested.
“Or we could just kill them! Yes, kill them!” D’Artagnan exclaimed. “I see fresh tracks; it hasn’t been more than a quarter of an hour since they passed this spot.”

In fact, the road was marked by horses’ hoofprints, still visible in the growing darkness of evening.

They set off, but after traveling two leagues, Mousqueton’s horse collapsed. "Good heavens!" exclaimed Porthos, "there goes Phoebus down."
"The cardinal will compensate you with a hundred pistoles."
"I’m beyond that."
"Let’s go again, at full gallop."
"Yes, if we can."

Eventually, the lieutenant’s horse also gave up; it was completely out of breath. A final spur didn’t move it forward but instead caused it to fall. "Blast it!" Porthos shouted, "there goes Vulcan!"
"Good grief!" D’Artagnan cried, "then we have to stop! Give me your horse, Porthos. What are you doing?"
"By Jove, I’m falling—or rather, Bayard is falling," Porthos replied. The three then lamented, "It’s all over."
"Quiet!" D’Artagnan said.

“What is it?”
“I hear a horse.”
“It belongs to one of our companions catching up to us.”
“No,” D’Artagnan replied, “it’s ahead of us.”
“That changes things,” Porthos said, listening in the direction D’Artagnan indicated.

“Monsieur,” said Mousqueton, who had left his horse on the road and come on foot to rejoin his master, “Phoebus couldn’t hold out any longer and—”
“Silence!” Porthos interrupted.

At that moment, a second neighing drifted to them on the night wind. “It’s five hundred feet ahead,” D’Artagnan stated.
“True, monsieur,” Mousqueton replied, “and five hundred feet from here is a small hunting lodge.”
“Mousqueton, your pistols,” D’Artagnan ordered.
“I have them ready, monsieur.”
“Porthos, take yours from your holsters.”
“I have them.”
“Good!” D’Artagnan said, grabbing his own. “Now do you understand, Porthos?”
“Not entirely.”
“We are on the king’s business.”
“Well?”
“For the king’s business, we need horses.”
“That’s true,” Porthos agreed.
“Then not a word—let's get to work!”

They moved through the darkness, silent as shadows, until they saw a light flickering among the trees. “That must be the house, Porthos,” said the Gascon. “Let me handle this—just follow my lead.”

They crept from tree to tree until they were about twenty steps from the house, unnoticed. There, illuminated by a lantern hanging from a nearby hut, they saw four fine horses. A groom was tending to them, and saddles and bridles were nearby. D’Artagnan approached quickly, signaling his companions to hold back a few steps.

“I want to buy those horses,” he told the groom. The groom turned to him, surprised, but didn’t answer.
“Didn’t you hear, my friend?”
“Yes, I heard.”
“Then why didn’t you respond?”
“Because these horses are not for sale,” he replied.
“I’ll take them, then,” said the lieutenant, grabbing one within his reach. His companions did the same.

“Sir,” the groom exclaimed, “they’ve traveled six leagues and have only been unsaddled for half an hour.”
“A half-hour’s rest is enough,” replied the Gascon. The groom shouted for help, and just as D’Artagnan and his companions were about to mount, a steward appeared.

The steward tried to reason with him. “My dear friend,” the lieutenant shouted, “if you say another word, I’ll blow your brains out.”
“But, sir,” the steward said, “do you realize these horses belong to Monsieur de Montbazon?”
“That’s even better; they must be excellent animals, then.”
“Sir, I will call my men.”
“And I’ll call mine; I have ten guards behind me—can’t you hear them galloping? I’m one of the king’s musketeers. Come on, Porthos; come on, Mousqueton.”

They all mounted their horses as fast as they could. “Hey! Over here!”
“Hi!” shouted the steward. “The house servants are coming with carbines!”
“Onward! Onward!” D’Artagnan urged. “There’s going to be gunfire! Move!”
They all took off, as swift as the wind.

“This way!” the steward called, while the groom dashed towards another building. “Watch your horses!” D’Artagnan shouted to him.
“Fire!” the steward responded.
A flash, like lightning, lit up the road, accompanied by the whistling of bullets fired wildly into the air.

“They shoot like inexperienced grooms,” said Porthos. “Back in the cardinal’s day, people shot better than this. Do you remember the road to Crevecoeur, Mousqueton?”
“Ah, sir! My left side still aches!”
“Are you sure we’re on the right path, lieutenant?”
“Certainly, didn’t you hear? These horses belong to Monsieur de Montbazon. Well, Monsieur de Montbazon is the husband of Madame de Montbazon—”
“And—”
“And Madame de Montbazon is the mistress of the Duc de Beaufort.”
“Ah! I see,” said Porthos. “She has arranged for fresh horses.”
“Exactly.”
“And we are chasing the duke with the very horses he just left?”
“My dear Porthos, your understanding is truly remarkable,” said D’Artagnan, though his tone suggested he spoke against his own wishes.
“Pooh!” replied Porthos, “I am who I am.”

They rode on for an hour, until the horses were covered in foam and dust. “What on earth is that?” exclaimed D’Artagnan. “You’d be lucky to see anything on a night like this,” Porthos replied. “It’s something bright.”
“I saw it too,” cried Mousqueton. “Ah! ah!”
“Have we overtaken them?”
“Good! A dead horse!” D’Artagnan said, stopping his horse, which shied away. “It seems their horses are breaking down just like ours.”
“I think I hear the sound of a group of horsemen,” Porthos exclaimed, leaning over his horse’s neck. “That can’t be right.”
“They seem to be numerous.”
“Then it must be something else.”
“Another horse!” Porthos said. “Is it dead?”
“No, just dying.”
“Saddled?”
“Yes, saddled and bridled.”
“Then we’re on the trail of the fugitives.”
“Courage! We have them!”
“But if they are numerous,” Mousqueton pointed out, “it’s not us who have them; it’s they who have us.”
“Nonsense!” D’Artagnan shouted. “They’ll think we’re stronger since we’re in pursuit. They’ll be scared and scatter.”
“Exactly,” Porthos agreed.

“Ah! Do you see?” the lieutenant cried.
“The lights again! This time I saw them too,” said Porthos. “Onward! Forward!” shouted D’Artagnan in his powerful voice. “We’ll be laughing about this in just five minutes.”
With that, they charged ahead once more.

The horses, driven by pain and competition, raced down the dark road, where a mass moved ahead, denser and more indistinct than the rest of the horizon.

# Chapter XXVI: The Encounter

They continued like this for ten minutes. Suddenly, two dark figures seemed to emerge from the mass, advancing and growing larger until they became the shapes of two horsemen.

“Aha!” exclaimed D’Artagnan, “they’re coming toward us.”
“That’s unfortunate for them,” replied Porthos.

“Who goes there?” shouted a raspy voice. The three horsemen did not respond or stop; the only sounds were of swords being drawn from their scabbards and the clicking of the pistols the two figures held. “Bridle in mouth!” D’Artagnan commanded. Porthos understood and, along with the lieutenant, drew a pistol from his holster with his left hand and cocked it.

“Who goes there?” the voice called again. “Take one more step and you’re dead men.”
“Ridiculous!” Porthos exclaimed, nearly choking on the dust as he chewed on his bridle like a horse gnawing its bit.
"That’s nonsense; we’ve seen plenty of dead men in our time."
On hearing this, the two shadows blocked the road, their arms glinting in the starlight.

"Step back!" shouted D’Artagnan. "Or you’ll be dead!"
In response, two shots rang out. The attackers charged with such speed that they were upon them instantly. D’Artagnan fired a third shot, hitting one of his assailants, who fell to the ground. Porthos, meanwhile, launched himself at the other with such force, that although his sword was parried, he managed to knock his opponent off his horse, sending him tumbling about ten steps away. "Finish it, Mouston! Finish him!" Porthos called out as he ran alongside his friend, who was already in new pursuit.

"Well?" Porthos asked.
“I’ve broken my man’s skull,” D’Artagnan said. “And you—”
“I just threw my opponent down, but listen!”

Another gunshot rang out. It was Mousqueton, obeying his master. “Onward! Onward!” D’Artagnan shouted. “Everything’s going well! We’ve made the first move.”
“Ha!
“Ha!” exclaimed Porthos. “Look, more players are arriving.”

Indeed, two other riders appeared, apparently separated from the group, and they blocked the path. This time, the lieutenant didn’t wait for them to speak. “Step aside!” he shouted. “Clear the road!”
“What do you want?” came a voice. “The duke!” Porthos and D’Artagnan shouted together. Their response was met with laughter, quickly replaced by a groan: D’Artagnan, with a swift stroke, had cut down the unlucky man who had laughed.

At the same instant, Porthos and his opponent exchanged fire, and D’Artagnan turned to him. “Bravo! I think you’ve killed him.”
“No, I only hit his horse.”
“What do you expect, my friend? One doesn’t hit the bull’s-eye every time; hitting the ring is still something. Oh, come on!
"What’s wrong with my horse?"
"Your horse has fallen," Porthos replied, pulling back on his reins. In fact, the lieutenant’s horse had stumbled and dropped to its knees. A rattling came from its throat as it collapsed to die, struck in the chest by a bullet from D’Artagnan’s first opponent. D’Artagnan swore loudly enough for the heavens to hear.

"Do you need a horse, sir?" Mousqueton asked. "Good heavens!"
"I want one!" exclaimed the Gascon. "Here’s one for you, your honor—"
"How on earth do you have two horses?" D’Artagnan asked, mounting one of them. "Their owners are dead!"
"I thought they’d come in handy, so I took them," the Gascon replied.

Meanwhile, Porthos had reloaded his pistols. "Stay sharp!" D’Artagnan shouted. "Here come two more riders."
As he spoke, two horsemen approached at full speed.

“Hey, your honor!” cried Mousqueton. “The man you knocked down is getting up again.”
“Why didn’t you do what you did to the first man?” asked Porthos.
“I was holding the horses; my hands were full, your honor.”

Just then, a shot rang out, and Mousqueton screamed in pain.

“Ah, sir! I’ve been shot on the other side! Exactly opposite the last one!”
"This pain is just like what I felt on the road to Amiens."
Porthos turned on his heel like a lion and leaped at the dismounted rider, who tried to draw his sword. But before the man could unsheath it, Porthos struck him a terrible blow to the head with the hilt of his sword, knocking him down like an ox at the butcher’s.

Mousqueton, groaning, slipped from his horse, unable to stay in the saddle because of his wound. Seeing the other riders, D’Artagnan stopped and reloaded his pistol; he also found a carbine on the side of his saddle. "Here I am!" shouted Porthos. "Shall we wait or charge?"
"Let’s charge," replied the Gascon.
"Charge!" Porthos shouted.

They spurred their horses forward, with the other riders only twenty paces away.

“For the king!” shouted D’Artagnan.
“The king has no power here!” replied a deep voice from a cloud of dust, as the rider was wrapped in a whirlwind.
“Very well, we’ll see if the king’s name isn’t a pass everywhere,” replied the Gascon.
“Look!” the voice answered.

At that moment, two shots rang out together—one from D’Artagnan and the other from Porthos’s opponent. D’Artagnan’s shot knocked off his enemy’s hat. The other bullet struck Porthos’s horse in the throat, making it fall with a groan.

“For the last time, where are you going?”
“To the devil!” D’Artagnan shot back.
“Good! Then you can relax—you’ll get there.”

Right then, D’Artagnan saw a musket aimed at him, with no time to draw his own. Remembering advice from Athos, he made his horse rear up. The shot struck the horse squarely. D’Artagnan felt his mount stagger and, agile as ever, threw himself off to the side.

“Ah! This,” exclaimed a voice that was both refined and mocking, “is just a slaughter of horses, not a duel between men. Draw your sword, sir! The sword!”
With that, he jumped off his horse.
“To swords, then! So be it!” replied D’Artagnan; “that’s exactly what I want.”

In two steps, D’Artagnan was facing his opponent, attacking with usual fervor. But this time, he met such skill and strength that it made him pause. Twice, he had to pull back, while his opponent remained firmly in place. D’Artagnan regained his balance and attacked again. They fenced for a while, neither gaining an advantage; sparks flew from their swords like water. At last, D’Artagnan decided to try one of his favorite fencing tricks.

He brought his weapon up, moved with lightning speed, and struck with all his skill. The attack was parried. “By my soul!” he exclaimed, his Gascon accent thickening his words. At this outcry, his opponent drew back, lowering his bare head to try to see the lieutenant’s face in the faint light. D’Artagnan, wary of a trick, stayed cautious.

“Careful,” Porthos warned his opponent, “I still have two loaded pistols.”
“That’s all the more reason for you to shoot first!” his opponent retorted.
Porthos fired, and the flash lit the battlefield. As the light flashed, a cry rang out from the other fighters.

“Athos!” shouted D’Artagnan.
“D’Artagnan!” exclaimed Athos.

Athos lowered his sword as D’Artagnan dropped his own. “Aramis!” called Athos, “don’t shoot!”
“Ah!
“Ha! Is that you, Aramis?” Porthos exclaimed, tossing aside his pistol. Aramis, leaning on his saddle-bags, sheathed his sword.

“My son!” Athos said, reaching out his hand to D’Artagnan. This was the name he’d used long ago, during their closest days.
“Athos!” cried D’Artagnan, wringing his hands in distress. “So you choose to defend him! And I, who vowed to capture him dead or alive, am dishonored—by you!”
“Kill me!” Athos responded, exposing his chest. “If your honor demands my death, then do it.”
“Oh, misery! Misery!” cried the lieutenant. “Only one man in the world could stop me, and by some cruel fate, that man is you. What can I tell the cardinal?”
“You can say, sir,” came a voice that carried command even in battle, “that he sent against me the only two men able to defeat four, to fight man to man, never faltering, against the Comte de la Fere and the Chevalier d’Herblay, and to surrender only to fifty men!”
“The prince!” cried both Athos and Aramis, removing their masks as they addressed the Duc de Beaufort. D’Artagnan and Porthos stepped back.
“Fifty horsemen!” shouted the Gascon and Porthos.
“Look around you if you doubt it,” said the duke. The two friends glanced to their right and left; they were surrounded by a group of horsemen.

“Hearing the sounds of the fight,” the duke continued, “I thought you had twenty men, so I returned with my companions, tired of always running, eager to fight for my own cause. But it seems you are only two.”
“Yes, my lord; but as you said—two who can stand against twenty,” replied Athos.

“Now, gentlemen, draw your swords,” commanded the duke.
“Our swords!” cried D’Artagnan, lifting his head and regaining his composure. “Never!”
“Never!” echoed Porthos.

Some men began to approach. “One moment, my lord,” Athos whispered, saying something quietly.
“As you wish,” replied the duke. “I owe you too much to refuse your first request.”
"Gentlemen," he said to his escort, "please step back. Monsieur d’Artagnan, Monsieur du Vallon, you are free to go."

The command was obeyed, and D’Artagnan and Porthos found themselves at the center of a great circle. "Now, D’Herblay," Athos said, "dismount and come here."
Aramis dismounted and joined Porthos, while Athos walked over to D’Artagnan. The four of them were together again.

"Friends!" Athos said. "Do you regret





Chapter XXVII: The Four Old Friends Prepare to Meet Again

“Well,” said Porthos, seated in the courtyard of the Hotel de la Chevrette, speaking to D’Artagnan, who had returned from the Palais Royal with a gloomy look, “did he treat you badly, my dear friend?”

“Indeed, he did! That cardinal is a brute. What are you eating there, Porthos?”

“I’m dipping a biscuit in a glass of Spanish wine; you should try it.”

“You’re right.”

“Gimblou, pour me a glass of wine.”

“Well, how did everything go?”

“Well! You know there’s only one way to say it, so I went in and said, ‘My lord, we were not the stronger side.’

“‘Yes, I know that,’ he replied, ‘but give me the details.’

“You see, Porthos, I couldn’t give him the details without mentioning our friends; and to mention them would put them in danger, so I simply said there were fifty of them and two of us.

“‘There was shooting, I heard,’ he said; ‘and your swords—they were drawn, I presume?’

“‘That is, during the night, my lord,’ I replied.

“‘Ah!’ exclaimed the cardinal, ‘I thought you were a Gascon, my friend?’

“‘I am a Gascon,’ I said, ‘but only when I succeed.’ He thought that was funny and laughed.

“‘That will teach me,’ he said, ‘to make sure my guards have better horses; if they had kept up with you, and if each of them fought as bravely as you and your friend, you would have kept your word and brought him back to me, dead or alive.’”

“That doesn’t sound bad to me,” said Porthos. “Oh, my goodness!”

“No, not at all. It’s just the way he talks. It’s incredible how these biscuits soak up wine! They’re like real sponges! Gimblou, another bottle, please.”

The bottle was brought over quickly, showing the respect D’Artagnan commanded in the establishment. He continued, “So I was about to leave, but he called me back.”

“‘You’ve had three horses that were injured or killed?’ he asked.

‘Yes, my lord.’

‘What were they worth?’

“Well,” Porthos remarked, “that was quite generous of him, it seems to me.”

‘A thousand pistoles,’ I answered.

“A thousand pistoles!” Porthos exclaimed. “Oh! That’s a lot. If he knew anything about horses, he’d argue with you about the price.”

“Precisely!”

He was only too eager to comply, the spiteful fellow. He made a daring move and looked me in the eye. I stared right back, and just then, he understood. He opened a drawer and pulled out a stack of banknotes from a bank in Lyons.

“For a thousand pistoles?” I asked.

“Yes, exactly a thousand pistoles—not one more.”

“And you have them with you?”

“They’re right here.”

“Honestly, I think he was actually rather generous.”

“Generous? To men who risked their lives for him and did him a real favor?”

“A real favor? What do you mean?”

“Well, apparently I managed to take down a parliamentary councillor for him.”

“What! That little man in black you knocked over at the corner of Saint Jean Cemetery?”

“That’s the one, my friend; he was a thorn in the cardinal’s side. Sadly, I didn’t quite flatten him.”

“Looks like he’s recovered and will keep being a problem.”

“See that!” said Porthos. “I turned my horse just in time to avoid him! I’ll take care of him another day.”

“He still owes me for the councillor, that petty lawyer!”

“But,” said Porthos, “if he wasn’t flattened—”

“Ah! Monsieur de Richelieu would have said, ‘Five hundred crowns for the councillor.’ Well, let’s not talk more about it. How much are your horses worth, Porthos?”

“If only poor Mousqueton were here; he could tell you to the penny.”

“That’s fine; give me a close guess.”

“Well, Vulcan and Bayard cost me about two hundred pistoles each, and if we put Phoebus at a hundred and fifty, that’s about it.”

“That’s four hundred and fifty pistoles,” D’Artagnan said, pleased. “Yes,” Porthos replied, “but we still need to count the equipment.”

“True. How much is all the gear?”

“If we say a hundred pistoles for all three—”

“Then that’s settled for the hundred pistoles; there’s three hundred and fifty left.”

Porthos agreed with a nod.

“We’ll give fifty pistoles to the hostess for expenses,” D’Artagnan proposed, “and we’ll split the other three hundred.”

“We’ll share,” Porthos agreed. “It’s a small thing!” D’Artagnan muttered, crumpling his note. “Oh, come now!” Porthos said. “It’s always like this. But tell me—”

“What is it?”

“Did he say anything about me?”

“Ah! Yes, of course!” D’Artagnan exclaimed, worried that admitting the cardinal hadn’t mentioned Porthos would disappoint him. “Yes, he definitely said—”

“He said?” Porthos interrupted. “Wait, let me remember exactly.”

He said, “As for your friend, tell him he can sleep in peace.”

“Good, excellent,” replied Porthos. “That means he still plans to make me a baron.”

At that moment, the clock struck nine. D’Artagnan jumped. “Ah, yes,” said Porthos, “it’s nine o’clock. We have a meeting at the Place Royale, don’t forget.”

“Yes! Wait! Please don’t remind me, Porthos. That’s what’s made me so irritable since yesterday.”

“I won’t go.”

“Why not?” asked Porthos. “It would be hard for me to face those two men again, the ones who made our plan fail.”

“But,” said Porthos, “neither of them got the better of us. I still had a pistol loaded, and you were ready to fight, sword in hand.”

“Yes,” D’Artagnan said, “but what if this meeting hides a trap?”

“Oh!” Porthos exclaimed, “you can’t possibly believe that, D’Artagnan!”

D’Artagnan didn’t think Athos capable of trickery, but he wanted an excuse to avoid the meeting. “We have to go,” insisted the proud lord of Bracieux, “or they’ll say we’re cowards. We, who faced fifty men on the road, can surely handle two in the Place Royale.”

“Yes, yes, but they joined the princes’ side without telling us. Athos and Aramis have been playing a game I’m not comfortable with.”

“We learned the truth yesterday; what’s the point of going today, just to hear it again?”

“You really doubt them, do you?” said Porthos. “With Aramis, yes, since he became an abbé. You can’t imagine what that fellow has become. He sees us as obstacles to his ambitions, and might not care about getting rid of us if it helps him become a bishop.”

“Ah, Aramis is different,” replied Porthos. “That wouldn’t surprise me at all.”

“Maybe Monsieur de Beaufort will try to seize us again,” D’Artagnan said.

“Nonsense! He could have grabbed us and let us go. Besides, we can be careful; let’s arm ourselves and have Planchet take position behind us with his carbine.”

“Planchet is a Frondeur,” D’Artagnan remarked.

“Curse these civil wars! You can’t count on your friends any more than on your servants,” Porthos grumbled. “If only Mousqueton were here! He’s the sort who would never leave me behind!”

“As long as you have money! Ah!”

My friend! It’s not civil war that divides us. It’s that each of us has aged twenty years; the honest feelings of youth are replaced by selfish interests, ambition, and self-serving advice. Yes, you’re right; let’s go, Porthos, but let’s go well-armed. If we skip out, they’ll say we were afraid. Hey! Planchet!

“Here! Saddle our horses and bring your carbine.”

“Who are we going up against, sir?”

“No one; just a precaution,” replied the Gascon. “You know, sir, they tried to assassinate that good councillor, Broussel, who is so popular?”

“Really? Did they?” D’Artagnan asked. “Yes, but he has been avenged. The people carried him home. His house has been bustling ever since.”

He’s had visits from the coadjutor, Madame de Longueville, and the Prince de Conti. Madame de Chevreuse and Madame de Vendôme also left their cards at his door. And now, whenever he wants—”

“Well, whenever he wants?”

Planchet started singing:

“A wind of rebellion has risen this morning; I believe it rumbles against Mazarin. A wind of rebellion has risen this morning.”

“It doesn’t surprise me,” D’Artagnan murmured to Porthos, “that Mazarin would have preferred if I’d finished off his councillor.”

“You see, sir,” Planchet continued, “if you asked me to take my carbine for something like what happened to Monsieur Broussel—”

“No, don’t worry; but where did you learn all this?”

“From a reliable source, sir; I heard it from Friquet.”

“From Friquet? That name is familiar—”

“He’s the son of Monsieur de Broussel’s servant, and I promise, in a revolt, he’ll fight for his share.”

“Isn’t he a choirboy at Notre Dame?” D’Artagnan asked. “Yes, that’s him; Bazin looks out for him.”

“Ah, yes, I remember.”

“What’s this little rascal to you?” Porthos wondered. “Well,” D’Artagnan answered, “he’s already given me some good information, and he might again.”

Meanwhile, Athos and Aramis were entering Paris through the Faubourg St. Antoine. They had refreshed themselves on the way and hurried on so they wouldn’t be late. Bazin was their only companion, since Grimaud had stayed behind to look after Mousqueton. As they rode, Athos suggested they take off their weapons and military uniforms and change into clothes more suited to the city.

“Oh, no, dear Count!” Aramis exclaimed. “Aren’t we heading for a confrontation?”

“What do you mean, Aramis?”

“I mean, the Place Royale is just the end of the main road to Vendômois, nothing else.”

“What about our friends?”

“They’ve become our greatest enemies, Athos.”

“Let’s keep our guard up.”

“Oh! My dear D’Herblay!”

“Who can say D’Artagnan hasn’t betrayed us to the cardinal? Who knows if Mazarin will use this meeting to have us arrested?”

“What! Aramis, do you honestly think D’Artagnan or Porthos would stoop so low?”

“Among friends, you’re right, my dear Athos; among enemies, it might be just a plan.”

Athos crossed his arms, lowering his noble head. “What can we do, Athos? People are just like this, and we’re no longer twenty years old.”

As you know, we’ve deeply wounded D’Artagnan’s pride, and he’s so sensitive to that. He was defeated. Didn’t you see his frustration on the journey? And for Porthos, his barony was at stake. He met us on the way and lost his chance to become a baron this time. Maybe that missed barony will come up at our meeting tonight.

“Let’s be on our guard, Athos.”

“But if they come unarmed? That would be shameful for us.”

“Oh, don’t worry! Besides, if they do, we’ll have a good excuse; we just got back from a journey, and we’re rebels ourselves.”

“An excuse for us? To greet D’Artagnan with a lie? To have to invent a story for Porthos? Oh, Aramis!” Athos said, shaking his head sadly. “You really make me the most miserable of men; you drain the hope from a heart not quite dead to friendship.”

“Go disguised however you like; I will go unarmed.”

“No, I can’t let you do that. You’d be risking not just Athos, the Comte de la Fère, but our entire group.”

“Very well then,” Athos said sadly. They went on in silence. When they reached the iron gate of the Place Royale by way of Rue de la Mule, they saw three shapes: D’Artagnan, Porthos, and Planchet. The first two were wrapped in their military cloaks, hiding their swords, while Planchet stood with his musket. They waited at the entrance to Rue Sainte Catharine, their horses tied to the rings in the arcade. Athos directed Bazin to do the same for his and Aramis’s horses.

They moved forward in pairs and politely greeted each other. “Where shall we meet?” Aramis asked, noticing people stopping to watch, thinking a duel was about to happen—one of those famous duels still remembered, especially near the Place Royale. “The gate’s locked,” Aramis went on, “but if you gentlemen prefer some shade and privacy, I can get the key from the Hotel de Rohan, which would be perfect.”

D’Artagnan glanced into the shadows of the Place. Porthos stuck his head between the railings, trying to peer through the darkness. “If you have somewhere else in mind,” Athos said politely, “don’t hesitate to choose.”

“This place, if Monsieur d’Herblay can get the key, is the best choice,” came the reply. Aramis left at once, asking Athos not to stay alone within reach of D’Artagnan and Porthos—a request that drew a dismissive smile.

Aramis soon returned with a man from the Hotel de Rohan, who said, “Do you swear, sir, that it’s not true?”

“Wait,” Aramis replied, handing him a louis d’or.

“Ah! You won’t swear, my friend,” said the concierge, shaking his head. “Well, who can say what might happen; for now, we and the gentlemen are on good terms.”

“Yes, indeed,” Athos and the others said. D’Artagnan overheard and understood. “See?” he said to Porthos.

“What do I see?”

“That he wouldn’t swear.”

“Swear to what?”

“That the man wanted Aramis to promise we aren’t going to the Place Royale for a fight.”

“And Aramis didn’t promise?”

“No.”

“Then pay attention!”

Athos kept a close eye on the two speakers. Aramis opened the gate and turned back so D’Artagnan and Porthos could pass through. As D’Artagnan entered, the hilt of his sword caught in the gate, and he had to take off his cloak. As he did, the handles of his pistols gleamed in the moonlight.

“See that?” Aramis whispered to Athos, touching his shoulder with one hand and pointing to the weapons D’Artagnan wore under his belt with the other.

“Alas! I see it!” Athos replied with a heavy sigh.

He went in third, and Aramis, who closed the gate behind him, was last. Their servants waited outside, but, suspecting each other, kept their distance.




Chapter XXVIII: The Place Royale

They moved quietly to the center of the square, but just then the moon came out from behind a cloud, making them feel exposed. To avoid being seen, they returned to the shade of the lime trees. Benches were scattered around, and the four gentlemen paused near them. At a nod from Athos, Porthos and D’Artagnan sat down while the other two stood facing them.

After a few moments of awkward silence, Athos finally spoke. “Gentlemen,” he said, “our being here is the best proof of our old friendship; not one of us has failed to come to this meeting, so none of us has any reason to reproach himself.”

“Listen, Count,” replied D’Artagnan. “Instead of exchanging empty compliments, let’s be straightforward with each other, as honest men should.”

“I couldn’t agree more. Do you have any complaint against me or Monsieur d’Herblay? If so, please say it,” Athos responded.

“I do,” D’Artagnan said. “When I visited you at your estate in Bragelonne, I made certain proposals that you understood quite well. Rather than respond as a friend, you treated me like a child. So, the friendship you claim wasn’t shattered yesterday in battle; it was broken by your deception at your castle.”

“D’Artagnan!” Athos said, with a hint of reproach. “You asked for honesty, and now you have it.”

“You ask what I have against you; let me explain. I’ll be just as honest with you, if you wish, Monsieur d’Herblay. I did the same with you, and you deceived me as well.”

“Truly, monsieur, you’re saying some remarkable things,” replied Aramis. “You came to me with certain proposals, but did you actually make them? No, you simply wanted to test the ground. And what did I tell you? That Mazarin was contemptible and that I would not serve him.”

But that’s all there is to it. Did I ever claim I wouldn’t serve anyone else? On the contrary, I think I made it clear I was loyal to the princes. We even joked, if I remember, about the cardinal possibly instructing you to arrest me. Were you associated with a particular faction? Certainly.

“Well, why shouldn’t we also belong to a party? You had your secret and we had ours; we each kept them. Perhaps that’s all the better—it shows we know how to keep a secret.”

“I’m not blaming you, sir,” D’Artagnan replied. “But since Monsieur de la Fere spoke of friendship, I was compelled to question your behavior.”

“And what do you find blameworthy in my actions?” Aramis asked, his tone haughty. D’Artagnan felt his blood surge as he stood up and replied:

“I find that kind of behavior fitting for a former Jesuit pupil.”

Seeing D’Artagnan rise, Porthos also stood up. The four men were now all on their feet, facing each other tensely. At D’Artagnan’s words, Aramis seemed ready to draw his sword, but Athos stopped him. “D’Artagnan,” he said, “you’re still upset from yesterday’s events.”

“I believed your heart was noble enough for a friendship of twenty years to overcome an insult that lasted only fifteen minutes. Come, do you honestly think you have anything against me? If so, speak up; if I am wrong, I will admit my mistake.”

The deep, calming sound of that beloved voice still held its old influence, while Aramis’s, now harsh and jarring from irritation, only annoyed him more. He answered, therefore:

“I believe, Monsieur le Comte, that you had something to tell me at your estate in Bragelonne, and that gentleman”—he nodded toward Aramis—“also had something to communicate to me when I was at his convent. At that time, I was not involved in the matter from which you have so cleverly shut me out! But just because I was careful does not mean you should take me for a fool.”

“If I had wanted to widen the gap between those whom Monsieur d’Herblay lets in by rope-ladder and those by wooden-ladder, I could have spoken up.”

“What are you trying to insinuate?” Aramis exclaimed, his face now deathly pale, suspecting D’Artagnan had been spying on him and seen him with Madame de Longueville. “I only concern myself with things that affect me, and I know how to ignore what doesn’t. But I despise hypocrites, including musketeers who are also abbés and abbés who are musketeers.” He then turned to Porthos and added, “This gentleman agrees with me.”

Porthos, who had stayed out of the conversation until now, gave a simple nod and put his hand on his sword. Aramis recoiled and drew his own weapon. D’Artagnan leaned forward, prepared to attack or defend himself. At that moment, Athos raised his hand with his natural authority, drew his sword together with its scabbard, broke the blade in the sheath over his knee, and threw the pieces aside.

Turning to Aramis, Athos said, “Aramis, break your sword.”

Aramis hesitated. “It must be done,” Athos insisted, then added more gently, “I ask it of you.”

Even paler but moved by Athos’s words, Aramis broke the serpent blade in his hands. Folding his arms, he stood trembling with anger. This scene caused D’Artagnan and Porthos to step back. D’Artagnan did not draw his sword, while Porthos sheathed his. “Never!” Athos declared, raising his right hand to the sky. “Never!”

I swear before God, who sees and hears us in the darkness of this night, that my sword will never cross yours, my eyes will never look at you in anger, and my heart will never feel hatred for you. We have lived together, loved together, even hated together; we have shed and mingled our blood. Perhaps there is a stronger bond between us than friendship—even the bond of crime. We four once condemned, judged, and executed a man we had no right to remove from this world, even if he seemed more fit for hell than for life.

D’Artagnan, I have always loved you as a son; Porthos, we have slept side by side for six years; Aramis is your brother as well as mine, and he has loved you as I love you now and always have. What should Cardinal Mazarin matter to us, we four who once forced Richelieu to act as we wished? What do princes mean to us, who put a crown on a great queen’s head? D’




Chapter XXX: Skirmishing

They stopped briefly at Noyon, as everyone there was fast asleep. Raoul had asked to be woken if Grimaud arrived, but Grimaud did not come. The horses, too, surely benefitted from eight hours of rest and good stables. The Count de Guiche was woken at five in the morning by Raoul, who came to greet him. They had a quick breakfast, and by six o’clock, they had already traveled ten miles. The young count’s lively conversation captivated Raoul, so he listened carefully as the count spoke at length.

Raised in Paris, which Raoul had only visited once; at court, which Raoul had never seen; his youth as a page; and two duels he had already fought, despite rules against them and, especially, despite his tutor’s vigilance—these tales fired Raoul’s curiosity. He had only been to M. Scarron’s and mentioned to Guiche those he had met there. Guiche knew them all—Madame de Neuillan, Mademoiselle d’Aubigne, Mademoiselle de Scudery, Mademoiselle Paulet, and Madame de Chevreuse. He made witty remarks about each. Raoul felt anxious, afraid Guiche would include Madame de Chevreuse in his jokes, as he had genuine sympathy for her. Yet, whether by instinct or by affection for the duchess, Guiche only praised her.

His praise deepened Raoul’s friendship for him. Then came talk of gallantry and love. Here, Bragelonne had more to hear than to say. He listened closely and sensed that under three or four flippant tales, the count, like himself, kept a sincere passion hidden in his heart. As noted earlier, De Guiche had been educated at court and knew its intrigues. This was the very court Raoul had often heard the Comte de la Fere describe, though it had changed much since Athos was there. So, all that the Count de Guiche told him was new to his companion.

The young count, keen and sharp in his humor, surveyed the world around him, sparing no one, not even the queen, and Cardinal Mazarin didn’t escape his satire. The day passed as quickly as an hour. The count’s tutor, a worldly and jovial man, deeply knowledgeable, as his pupil described him, often recalled to Raoul the profound wisdom and sharp satire of Athos. But as for grace, elegance, and noble presence, no one compared to the Comte de la Fere.

The horses, treated more gently than the day before, arrived in Arras at four in the afternoon. They were nearing the war zone, and since bands of Spaniards sometimes used the night to raid as far as the outskirts of Arras, they decided to stay in town until the next day. The French army controlled the territory from Pont-a-Marc to Valenciennes, falling back toward Douai.

It was reported that the prince was in Bethune. The enemy army stretched from Cassel to Courtray, committing every kind of violence and plundering. Because of this, frightened people along the frontier abandoned their homes and sought safety in the fortified towns. Arras was crowded with refugees. There was much talk of an impending battle, as the prince had moved his forces mainly to wait for a recent reinforcement. The young men thought themselves lucky to arrive just in time. The evening was spent talking about the war; the grooms cleaned their weapons, while the young men loaded their pistols in case of a skirmish. Yet they woke disappointed, both having dreamed that they arrived too late for the battle.

In the morning, there were rumors that Prince de Condé had left Béthune and retreated to Carvin, though he had left a strong garrison in Béthune. Since this report wasn’t confirmed, the young warriors resolved to continue on to Béthune, with the option to turn aside to Carvin if necessary. The count’s tutor knew the countryside well and advised a crossroad between the roads to Lens and Béthune. They gathered information at Ablain and left word for Grimaud about their direction. They set out at about seven o’clock. De Guiche, young and bold, turned to Raoul and said, “Here we are, three masters and three servants.”

“Our valets are armed, and yours looks sturdy enough,” said De Guiche.

“I haven’t really seen him in action,” Raoul replied, “but being from Brittany suggests he has potential.”

“Yes, I’m sure he can handle a musket if need be. My men have both fought beside my father. Altogether, that makes six of us. If we happen upon a small band of enemies, even a bigger one, shall we charge them, Raoul?”

“Absolutely, sir,” answered the viscount.

“Hold on there, youngsters—wait a minute!” called the tutor, joining the conversation. “Good heavens! Is this how you obey my instructions, Count? You forget that I was strictly ordered to get you safely to His Highness the Prince! Once you reach the army, risk your lives how you like. Until then, know that as your general, I’ll order retreat at the first sign of red coats.”

De Guiche and Raoul exchanged glances, amused. They made it to Ablain without trouble. There, they learned that the prince had left Bethune and was now between Cambria and La Venthie. So, after leaving notes for Grimaud at each stop, they took a crossroad that followed a stream flowing to the Lys.

The countryside was beautiful, full of valleys as green as emeralds. Here and there, small groves lined the path. Expecting a possible ambush in every little wood, the tutor put his two servants out ahead as scouts. He and the two young men made up the main body, while Olivain, with his rifle on his knee and eyes watchful, guarded the rear.

For some time, they had noticed a thick wood ahead, and as they got within a hundred paces, Monsieur d’Arminges took his usual precautions and sent the count’s two grooms on ahead. The servants quickly vanished into the trees, followed by the tutor, while the young men held back about a hundred yards, laughing and talking.

Olivain was the same distance behind when suddenly, five or six musket shots rang out. The tutor called for a halt, and the young men stopped their horses. Just then, they saw the two servants galloping back. Wanting to know the cause of the shots, the young men spurred their horses toward the servants, with the tutor following.

“Did anything happen?” the two young men asked anxiously.

“No,” the servants replied, “likely we weren’t seen. The shots were fired about a hundred paces ahead, deep in the woods, so we came back to get your advice.”

“My advice is this,” said Monsieur d’Arminges, “and if need be, my decision: let’s turn back.”

“There might be an ambush in this wood,” one of the servants cautioned.

“Did you see anything?” the count asked.

“I thought I glimpsed horsemen in yellow moving along the stream,” answered the servant.

“That’s enough,” said the tutor. “We’ve stumbled on a group of Spaniards. Back, gentlemen, back!”

The two young men exchanged glances, and just then, a musket shot rang out, followed by cries for help. A look passed between them, and both decided not to retreat. The tutor had already turned his horse, but they both urged their horses ahead. Raoul shouted, “Follow me, Olivain!” and Count de Guiche called, “Come on, Urban and Planchet!” Before the tutor could stop them, they had disappeared into the woods.

Galloping forward, they kept their pistols ready. Five minutes brought them to the spot where the noise came from, and there they slowed and approached cautiously. “Quiet,” whispered De Guiche, “those are horsemen.”

“Yes, three mounted and three dismounted.”

“Can you see what they’re doing?”

“Yes, they seem to be searching a wounded or dead man.”

“This is a cowardly killing,” said De Guiche.

“But they’re soldiers,” said De Bragelonne.

“Yes, skirmishers—soldiers who act like highway robbers.”

“Let’s go after them!” shouted Raoul.

“Let’s!” echoed De Guiche.

“Oh! Gentlemen! Gentlemen! By Heaven, stop!” cried the desperate tutor. But his pleas only attracted the Spaniards’ attention. The horsemen at once charged the two young men, leaving the others to continue looting the travelers on the ground. As they drew near, the young men saw there were not one, but two figures lying there.

De Guiche fired first from ten paces but missed. The Spaniard who confronted Raoul fired in return. Raoul felt a sharp pain in his left arm, like a whip’s lash. He fired back, just four paces away. Struck in the chest, the Spaniard threw out his arms and fell back on his horse, which bolted and carried him away.

At that moment, Raoul saw another gun aimed at him. Remembering Athos’s advice, he quickly made his horse rear just as a shot was fired. The horse reared and then fell, trapping Raoul’s leg. The Spaniard rushed up, seizing his gun by the muzzle to hit Raoul with the butt.

Lying there, Raoul couldn’t draw his sword or pistols. The gun’s butt loomed over him and he braced himself. Just then, Guiche leapt forward and pressed a pistol to the Spaniard’s throat. “Surrender!” he shouted. “Or you’re a dead man!” The musket dropped, and the Spaniard gave in. Guiche called for one groom, handing over the prisoner with orders to shoot if he tried to escape. He then dismounted to join Raoul.

“Truly, sir,” Raoul said with a smile, despite his pale face showing the stress of his first fight, “you wasted no time settling the score—though you weren’t in my debt for long. Without you,” he continued, echoing the count’s earlier words, “I’d have been a dead man—three times over.”

“My opponent ran away,” De Guiche answered, “so I was free to help you.”

“But are you badly hurt? You’re covered in blood!”

“I think it’s just a scratch on my arm. If you can help me from under my horse, I think I’ll be able to ride on.”

Monsieur d’Arminges and Olivain had already jumped down and were trying to lift the horse. At last, Raoul managed to free his foot and leg. In a moment, he stood up again.

“Is anything broken?” De Guiche asked.

“Luckily, no!” Raoul replied. “But what happened to the poor people these villains attacked?”

“I’m afraid we got here too late.”

“They’ve killed them, I think, and taken their spoils. My servants are checking the bodies.”

“Let’s go and see if they’re really dead or if we can help them,” suggested Raoul. “Olivain, we have gained two horses, but I lost mine. Take the better one for yourself and give me yours.”

They moved closer to where the victims lay.




Chapter XXXI: The Monk

Two men lay flat on the ground, one covered in blood and motionless, his face turned toward the earth; he was dead. The other man leaned against a tree, supported by two attendants, fervently praying with his hands clasped and eyes raised to Heaven. He had been shot in the thigh, which had shattered the bone. The young men first approached the lifeless body. “He is a priest,” said Bragelonne. “He has the tonsure. Oh, those scoundrels!”

“To raise their hands against a minister of God.”

“Come here, sir,” said Urban, an old soldier who had fought under the cardinal duke in all his campaigns. “Come here; there’s nothing we can do for him, but we might still be able to save the other.”

The wounded man smiled sadly. “Save me? Oh, no!” he replied. “But please help me to die, if you can.”

“Are you a priest?” Raoul asked.

“No, sir.”

“I ask because your unfortunate companion seemed to be a member of the clergy.”

“He is the curate of Bethune, sir. He was transporting the holy vessels from his church and the chapter’s treasure to a safe location, as the prince abandoned our town yesterday. With enemy bands roaming the countryside, no one dared to accompany the good man, so I offered to help him.” The wounded man continued, “I am in great pain and would like, if possible, to be taken to a house.”

“Where you can be treated?” De Guiche inquired.

“No, where I can confess.”

“But perhaps you are not as gravely wounded as you believe,” Raoul suggested.

“Sir,” replied the wounded man, “please believe me, there’s no time to waste; the bullet has shattered my thigh bone and penetrated my intestines.”

“Are you a surgeon?” asked De Guiche.

“No, but I know a bit about wounds, and I’m certain mine is fatal. So, I urge you to either carry me to a place where I can see a priest or send one to me here. My soul needs saving; my body is beyond help.”

“To die while doing a good deed? That’s impossible. God will aid you.”

“Gentlemen, for the love of Heaven!” said the wounded man, summoning all his strength as if to rise, “let’s not waste time on empty words. Either help me reach the nearest village, or promise me on your salvation that you will send the first monk, the first curé, or the first priest you encounter. But,” he added in a tone of despair, “perhaps no one will dare to come, as it is known that the Spaniards are roaming through the countryside, and I will die without absolution. My God! My God! Good God! Good God!” The wounded man exclaimed, his voice filled with terror, causing the young men to shudder. “You won’t allow that to happen, will you?”

“That would be too terrible!”

“Calm down, sir,” replied De Guiche. “I promise you will receive the comfort you seek. Just tell us where we can find a place to ask for help and a village from which we can fetch a priest.”

“Thank you, and may God reward you! About half a mile from here, along the same road, there is an inn. A mile further, after leaving the inn, you will reach the village of Greney. There, you must find the curate. If he isn’t home, go to the Augustinian convent, which is the last building on the right, and bring me one of the brothers. Whether monk or priest, it doesn’t matter, as long as he has the authority from the church to grant absolution in articulo mortis.”

“Monsieur d’Arminges,” said De Guiche, “stay with this unfortunate man and ensure he is moved as gently as possible. The vicomte and I will go find a priest.”

“Go ahead, sir,” replied the tutor. “But for Heaven’s sake, don’t put yourself in danger!”

“Don’t worry. Besides, we’re safe for today; you know the saying, ‘Non bis in idem.’”

“Stay strong, sir,” Raoul said to the wounded man. “We’re going to fulfill your wishes.”

“May Heaven bless you!” the dying man replied, his voice filled with a gratitude that was hard to describe. The two young men rode off in the direction indicated and, within ten minutes, arrived at the inn. Without dismounting, Raoul called out to the innkeeper, informing him that a wounded man would soon be brought to his establishment and asking him to prepare everything necessary in the meantime. He also requested that if the innkeeper knew of any doctor or surgeon nearby, he should fetch one, assuring him that he would cover the cost of the messenger.

The host, noticing two young noblemen dressed in fine clothing, promised to provide everything they needed. After seeing that preparations for their reception were underway, the two cavaliers set off again, quickly making their way toward Greney. They had traveled just over a league and were beginning to see the first houses of the village, with their red-tiled roofs contrasting against the surrounding green trees. As they approached, they spotted a poor monk riding a mule. His large hat and gray woolen robe led them to believe he was an Augustinian brother.

For once, chance seemed to smile upon them by presenting what they had been diligently seeking. The monk appeared to be around twenty-two or twenty-three years old, but his ascetic lifestyle made him look much older. His complexion was pale—not the kind of lifeless pallor that can be considered a neutral beauty, but rather a sickly yellow hue. His colorless hair was short, barely extending beyond the brim of his hat, and his light blue eyes seemed devoid of any expression.

“Sir,” Raoul began, maintaining his usual politeness, “are you an ecclesiastic?”

“Why do you ask?” the stranger replied, his tone cool and barely civil.

“Because we want to know,” De Guiche said haughtily. The stranger nudged his mule with his heel and continued on his way. In an instant, De Guiche stepped in front of him, blocking his path. “Answer, sir,” he exclaimed. “You’ve been asked politely, and every question deserves a response.”

“I believe I have the right to choose whether or not to reveal my identity to two strangers who take it upon themselves to inquire.”

De Guiche struggled to suppress his overwhelming urge to break the monk’s bones. “First of all,” he said, making an effort to remain calm, “we are not people to be treated lightly. My friend here is the Viscount of Bragelonne, and I am the Count de Guiche. We did not ask out of mere curiosity; there is a wounded and dying man who needs the church’s assistance.”

“If you are a priest, I urge you in the name of humanity to follow me and help this man. If you are not, that is a different matter, and I must warn you, in the name of courtesy—which you seem to know little about—that I will punish you for your insolence.”

The monk’s pale face turned an even more ashen hue, and his smile became so unsettling that Raoul felt as if it had pierced his heart like an insult. “He must be some Spanish or Flemish spy,” Raoul thought, reaching for his pistol. A glance, as quick and menacing as lightning, shot back at him. “Well, sir,” De Guiche said, “are you going to respond?”

“I am a priest,” the young man replied.

“Then, Father,” Raoul said, forcing himself to express a respect he did not feel, “if you are indeed a priest, you have an opportunity, as my friend has mentioned, to fulfill your calling. At the next inn, you will find a wounded man, currently being cared for by our servants, who has asked for the assistance of a minister of God.”

“I will go,” the monk said.

He touched his mule. “If you don’t go, sir,” De Guiche said, “remember that we have two horses capable of catching your mule, and we can seize you wherever you are. I swear your trial will be swift; there’s always a tree and a rope available.”

The monk’s eyes flashed with anger, but that was all; he simply repeated, “I will go,” and he did. “Let’s follow him,” De Guiche suggested. “That’s the safest plan.”

“I was just about to suggest the same,” De Bragelonne replied. Within five minutes, the monk turned to check if he was being followed. “You see,” Raoul said, “we made the right choice.”

“That monk has a terrifying face,” De Guiche remarked.

“Terrifying!” Raoul echoed, “especially in his expression.”

“Yes, indeed,” De Guiche agreed. “It’s a strange face. But these monks often engage in such degrading practices; their fasting makes them pale, the discipline makes them hypocritical, and their eyes become bloodshot from weeping for the pleasures of life that we common folk enjoy but they have lost.”

“Well,” Raoul said, “the poor man will seek his priest, but, by Heaven, it seems to me that the penitent has a better conscience than the confessor.”

“I must admit, I’m used to priests who look quite different,” he said.

“Ah!” De Guiche exclaimed. “You see, this is one of those wandering friars who roam the roads, begging until, one day, a benefice unexpectedly comes their way. They are mostly foreigners—Scottish, Irish, or Danish. I’ve encountered them before.”

“Are they as ugly?”

“No, but they’re certainly not attractive.”

“What a misfortune for the wounded man to die in the hands of such a friar!”

“Come now!” De Guiche replied. “Absolution doesn’t come from the one who gives it, but from God. Still, I would prefer to die without confession than to have anything to do with such a confessor. You agree with me, don’t you, Viscount? I see you fiddling with the pommel of your sword, as if you’re tempted to break the holy father’s head.”

“Yes, Count, it’s a strange thing, and it might surprise you, but I feel an indescribable horror at the sight of that man.”

“Have you ever seen a snake rise up in your path?”

“Never,” De Guiche replied.

“Well, it has happened to me in the forests of Blaisois. I remember the first time I encountered one. Its eyes were fixed on me, coiled up, swinging its head and flicking its tongue. I stood there, pale and entranced, until the Comte de la Fere—”

“Your father?” De Guiche interrupted.

“No, my guardian,” Raoul said, blushing. “Anyway—”

“Until the moment when the Comte de la Fere,” Raoul continued, “said, ‘Come, Bragel




Chapter XXXIII: Grimaud Speaks

Grimaud was left alone with the executioner, who soon opened his eyes. “Help, help,” he murmured. “Oh, God! Isn’t there a single friend in the world who will help me, whether to live or to die?”

“Take heart,” said Grimaud. “They’ve gone to find help.”

“Who are you?” asked the wounded man, half-opening his eyes and fixing them on Grimaud.

“An old acquaintance,” Grimaud replied.

“You?” The wounded man struggled to recall the features of the person before him. “Under what circumstances did we meet?” he asked again.

“One night, twenty years ago, my master brought you from Bethune to Armentières.”

“I recognize you now,” said the executioner. “You were one of the four grooms.”

“Exactly.”

“Where are you coming from now?”

“I was passing by and stopped at this inn to rest my horse.”

“They told me the executioner from Bethune was here and wounded, when you let out two piercing cries. At the first cry, we rushed to the door, and at the second, we forced it open.”

“And the monk?” the executioner exclaimed. “Did you see the monk?”

“What monk?”

“The monk who was locked in here with me.”

“No, he was already gone; it seems he escaped through the window. Was he the one who stabbed you?”

“Yes,” replied the executioner. Grimaud moved as if to leave the room. “What are you going to do?” asked the wounded man. “He must be caught.”

“Don’t attempt that; he has taken his revenge and he did it justly.”

“Now I can only hope that God will forgive me, since my crime has been atoned for.”

“Explain yourself,” said Grimaud. “The woman you and your masters ordered me to kill—”

“Milady?”

“Yes, Milady; that’s how you referred to her.”

“What does the monk have to do with this Milady?”

“She was his mother.”

Grimaud trembled, staring at the dying man with a dull, heavy look. “His mother!” he repeated. “Yes, his mother.”

“But does he know this secret?”

“I mistook him for a monk and revealed it to him during confession.”

“Unfortunate man!” Grimaud exclaimed, his face slick with sweat at the mere thought of the disastrous results such a revelation could bring. “Unfortunate man, you didn’t name anyone, I hope?”

“I mentioned no names, for I knew none besides hers, as a young girl, and by that name he recognized her. But he knows his uncle was among her judges.”

As he spoke, he fell back, exhausted. Grimaud, wanting to help, reached for the hilt of the dagger. “Do not touch me!” the executioner warned. “If that dagger is removed, I will die.”

Grimaud kept his hand outstretched, then, striking his forehead, he exclaimed, “Oh!”

“If this man ever learns the names of the others, my master is lost.”

“Hurry! Go to him and warn him,” cried the wounded man. “If he’s still alive, warn his friends, too. My death, believe me, won’t be the end of this terrible misadventure.”

“Where was the monk headed?” asked Grimaud.

“Toward Paris.”

“Who stopped him?”

“Two young gentlemen who were on their way to join the army. I overheard one of them mention the name—the Viscount de Bragelonne.”

“And it was this young man who brought the monk to you? Then it was God’s will that it happened this way, and that makes it all the more terrible,” Grimaud continued. “And yet that woman deserved her fate; don’t you think so?”

“On one’s deathbed, the crimes of others seem very small compared to one’s own,” said the executioner, and, falling back in exhaustion, he closed his eyes.

Grimaud was hesitant to leave the man alone, but he recognized the urgent need to deliver the news to the Comte de la Fère immediately. While he lingered in uncertainty, the host returned to the room, joined not only by a surgeon but by several others drawn by curiosity. The surgeon approached the dying man, who seemed to have fainted. “We must first remove the steel from his side,” he said, shaking his head meaningfully. The wounded man’s earlier warning echoed in Grimaud’s mind, causing him to turn away. As noted, the weapon was embedded in the man’s body up to the hilt. When the surgeon grasped the handle and began to pull the weapon out, the wounded man opened his eyes and fixed a truly terrifying stare on him.

When the blade was finally withdrawn, a red froth bubbled from the wounded man’s mouth, and a fresh gush of blood spurted from the wound as he gasped for breath. Staring at Grimaud with a haunting expression, the dying man let out a final rattle and passed away.

Grimaud, lifting the dagger from the pool of blood spreading across the room, horrified everyone present. He motioned for the host to follow him, paid him generously—showing the kindness of his master—and mounted his horse again. At first, Grimaud had planned to return to Paris, but then remembered the anxiety his extended absence might cause Raoul. Considering that there were only two miles between them and that a fifteen-minute ride would bring them together, he realized that going back and explaining everything would take less than an hour. With that in mind, he urged his horse onward and soon arrived at the only inn in Mazingarbe.

Raoul sat at a table with the Count de Guiche and his tutor when the door suddenly opened and Grimaud entered, travel-stained, dirty, and splattered with the blood of the unfortunate executioner. “Grimaud, my good Grimaud!” cried Raoul. “You’re here at last! Forgive me, gentlemen; this is not just a servant, but a friend.”

“How is the Count?” he continued. “Does he miss me, even a little? Have you seen him since I left? Please answer; I have many things to share with you—actually, some unusual things have happened over the last three days. But what’s wrong? You look so pale! And there’s blood, too!”

“What is this?”

“It’s the blood of the poor man you left at the inn, who died in my arms.”

“In your arms? That man? Do you know who he was?”

“He was once the headsman of Bethune.”

“You knew him? And he is dead?”

“Yes.”

“Well, sir,” D’Arminges replied, “that’s life; even an executioner isn’t spared. I had a bad feeling about him as soon as I saw his wound, and since he asked for a monk, it was clear he believed death was at hand.”

At the mention of the monk, Grimaud turned pale. “Come now,” D’Arminges continued, “let’s go to dinner.” Like many men of his age and position, he didn’t let sentiment get in the way of a meal. “You’re right, sir,” Raoul said.

“Come, Grimaud, order yourself dinner, and once you’ve rested a bit, we can talk.”

“No, sir, no,” Grimaud replied. “I can’t stop at all; I must leave for Paris again right away.”

“What? You’re going to Paris? You must be mistaken; it’s Olivain who is to leave me; you’re supposed to stay.”

“On the contrary, Olivain is staying, and I’m the one who must go. I’ve come for no other reason than to tell you this.”

“But why this sudden change?”

“I can’t explain.”

“Please, clarify.”

“I cannot clarify.”

“Come on, is this some sort of joke?”

“Monsieur le vicomte knows that I never joke.”

“Yes, but I also know that Monsieur le Comte de la Fere arranged for you to stay with me and for Olivain to return to Paris. I intend to follow the count’s orders.”

“Not in the current circumstances, monsieur.”

“Are you saying you plan to disobey me?”

“Yes, monsieur, I must.”

“So you’re determined, then?”

“Yes, I’m going; I wish you happiness, monsieur,” Grimaud said, saluting before turning toward the door to leave.

Raoul, feeling both angry and uneasy, chased after him and grabbed his arm. “Grimaud!” he exclaimed. “Stay; I insist.”

“Then,” Grimaud replied, “you want me to let Monsieur le Comte be killed.” He bowed and started to walk away.

“Grimaud, my friend,” the viscount pleaded, “will you leave me like this, in such distress? Please, speak, for Heaven’s sake!” Raoul slumped back, trembling in his chair.

“I can tell you only one thing, sir, because the secret you want to know isn’t mine to share. You met a monk, didn’t you?”

“Yes.”

The two young men exchanged a look filled with fear.

“You led him to the wounded man, and you had time to observe him. Maybe you’d recognize him if you saw him again.”

“Yes, yes!” both young men exclaimed. “Absolutely; if you ever meet him again—on the road, in the street, in a church, anywhere—step on his neck and crush him without pity or mercy, like you would a viper or a scorpion! Destroy him completely and don’t stop until he’s dead; as far as I’m concerned, the lives of five men aren’t safe as long as he’s alive.”

Without saying another word, Grimaud took advantage of the shock and fear he’d created and rushed out of the room. Moments later, the sound of a horse’s hooves echoed on the road; it was Grimaud, heading to Paris. Once in the saddle, Grimaud considered two things: first, at this speed, his horse wouldn’t last ten miles, and second, he had no money. However, Grimaud’s ingenuity was greater than his words, so at the first stop, he sold his horse and used the money to rent post horses.




Chapter XXXIV: On the Eve of Battle

Raoul was shaken from his dark thoughts when his host burst into the room, exclaiming, “The Spaniards! The Spaniards!”

That urgent shout swept away all other concerns. The young men quickly asked about the situation and learned that the enemy was advancing through Houdin and Bethune. While Monsieur d’Arminges ordered the horses to be readied for departure, the two young men climbed to an upper window and saw a large force of infantry and cavalry approaching from the direction of Marsin and Lens.

This time, it was not just a roving band of partisans; it was an entire army. They had no choice but to follow the wise advice of Monsieur d’Arminges and retreat. They hurried downstairs. Monsieur d’Arminges was already mounted. Olivain had prepared the horses for the young men, and the servants of Count de Guiche carefully escorted the Spanish prisoner, who rode a pony assigned to him and whose hands were securely bound for safety.

The small group set off at a quick pace toward Cambrin, hoping to find the prince there. However, the prince was no longer at Cambrin, having moved to La Bassee the previous evening based on misleading information about the enemy’s movements. Misguided by this false intelligence, he had gathered his troops between Vieille-Chapelle and La Venthie. After surveying the entire line with Marshal de Grammont, he returned and sat at a table with his officers around him. He inquired about the news each had been tasked to gather, but no solid information emerged. The enemy army had vanished two days earlier and now seemed to have disappeared entirely. An enemy is never more threatening than when he is completely out of sight.

The prince, unlike his usual self, was gloomy and anxious when an officer came in to tell Marshal de Grammont that someone wished to see him. The Duc de Grammont received the prince’s silent permission and stepped outside. The prince watched intently, his gaze locked on the door, and no one else dared to speak, fearing they would disturb him. Suddenly, a dull, heavy rumble echoed through the room. The prince jumped to his feet, stretching his hand toward the sound. There was no mistaking it—it was cannon fire. Everyone stood immediately.

Just then, the door opened. “Monseigneur,” said Marshal de Grammont, his face glowing, “may I bring in my son, Count de Guiche, and his traveling companion, Viscount de Bragelonne? They have information about the enemy we’ve been searching for.”

“What?” the prince replied eagerly. “Will I allow it? Not only will I allow it, I want them to come in!”

The marshal presented the two young men and placed them before the prince. “Speak, gentlemen,” the prince said, nodding to them. “First, tell me your news; we’ll save the niceties for later. What matters now is learning where the enemy is and what he’s doing.”

It was natural for Count de Guiche to answer; he was the elder, had been introduced to the prince by his father, and had long known him, while Raoul was meeting him for the first time.

He then described to the prince what they had seen from the inn at Mazingarbe. Meanwhile, Raoul attentively studied the young general, who was already famous for his victories at Rocroy, Fribourg, and Nordlingen. Louis de Bourbon, Prince de Condé, who after his father Henri de Bourbon’s death was known by custom as Monsieur le Prince, was a man of around twenty-six or twenty-seven, with the keen eyes of an eagle—“agl’ occhi grifani,” as Dante put it—an aquiline nose, long, flowing hair, and a finely proportioned build. He had all the qualities needed for a great soldier: a quick, sharp glance, decisive judgment, and remarkable courage. He was also a man of refined manners and a keen intellect. Beyond his revolutionary impact on military tactics, he transformed Parisian society among young nobles at court, who saw him as their natural leader. Unlike the traditional figures of the old court—Bassompierre, Bellegarde, and the Duke d’Angouleme—these young nobles were called the petits-maitres. At the first words from the Count de Guiche, the prince, recalling the direction of the cannon fire, understood at once. The enemy was moving on Lens, likely aiming to seize the town and cut off the French army from France.

But how strong was the enemy? Was it a diversionary corps or a full army? De Guiche couldn’t answer. These were critical questions—the very information the prince wanted: clear, precise, and definite. Raoul overcame his natural reserve and stepped closer to the prince.

“My lord,” he said, “may I offer some thoughts that may help clarify the situation?”

The prince turned, taking in the young man with a swift glance, and smiled upon seeing Raoul, who looked barely fifteen.

“Of course, monsieur, go ahead,” he said, softening his stern, accented voice as if speaking to a lady.

“My lord,” Raoul replied, blushing, “might we question the Spanish prisoner?”

“You have a Spanish prisoner?” the prince exclaimed.

“Yes, my lord,” Raoul answered.

“Ah, that’s right,” De Guiche said. “I had forgotten.”

“That’s understandable; you were the one who captured him, Count,” Raoul said with a smile. The old marshal turned to the viscount, grateful for the praise of his son, while the prince declared:

“The young man is right; let’s bring in the prisoner.”

Meanwhile, the prince drew De Guiche aside and asked him about the circumstances of the capture and about Raoul.

“Monsieur,” the prince then said, turning to Raoul, “I know you bring a letter from my sister, Madame de Longueville, but I see you also seek my favor by giving me good counsel.”

“My lord,” Raoul replied, flushing, “I didn’t want to disturb your highness while you were talking so seriously with the count. But here is the letter.”

“Very well,” said the prince. “Give it to me later.”

“Here is the prisoner; let us now attend to what matters most urgently.”

The prisoner was one of those mercenaries who sold their services to the highest bidder, seasoned through cunning and battle. Since his capture, he had remained silent, keeping his nationality a mystery. The prince eyed him with deep suspicion. “Where are you from?” he asked. The prisoner muttered a few words in an unfamiliar tongue. “Ah!”

“So he’s a Spaniard. Do you speak Spanish, Grammont?”

“I do, my lord, but only a little.”

“And I not at all,” the prince replied with a laugh. “Gentlemen,” he said, turning to those nearby, “can any of you speak Spanish and act as my interpreter?”

“I can, my lord,” Raoul answered. “Oh, you speak Spanish?”

“Enough, I think, to serve your highness in this matter.”

Meanwhile, the prisoner remained impassive, as though unaware of what was happening. “My lord wants to know where you are from,” Raoul said in perfect Castilian.

“I am a German,” the prisoner replied.

“What is he saying?” the prince asked. “What nonsense is that?”

“He claims he’s German, my lord,” Raoul said, “but I have my doubts; his accent is poor and his pronunciation unnatural.”

“So you know German too?” the prince asked.

“Yes, my lord.”

“Well enough to question him in that language?”

“Yes, my lord.”

“Then go ahead.”

Raoul questioned him, but the result supported his suspicion: the prisoner either didn’t understand or pretended not to, and replied in a muddled mixture of Flemish and Alsatian. Yet, even through the confusion, Raoul recognized traces of his natural accent.

“You aren’t Spanish,” Raoul said. “You’re not German; you’re Italian.”

The prisoner flinched and bit his lip. “Ah, that,” the prince went on, “is a language I know perfectly well; and since he’s Italian, I’ll conduct the questioning myself. Thank you, Viscount,” he said with a laugh, “I make you my interpreter.”

But the prisoner was just as evasive in Italian as in the other languages; he refused to answer. His aim was to avoid questioning. So he could give no details about the enemy’s numbers, commanders, or objectives. “Very well,” said the prince, seeing the reason for the man’s silence. “He was caught attempting murder and robbery; he could save his life by speaking, but he chooses not to. Take him out and shoot him.”

The prisoner turned pale.

The two soldiers who had led him in each took one of his arms and marched him toward the door. Meanwhile, the prince turned back to Marshal de Grammont, seemingly forgetting the execution order he had just given. When they reached the doorway, the prisoner stopped. The soldiers, solely focused on their orders, tried to push him forward. “One moment,” the prisoner said in French. “I am ready to speak, my lord.”

“Ah! ah!” the prince said, laughing. “I thought we would get to this point.”

“I have an excellent way to loosen tongues. Young men, remember it if you ever find yourselves in command.”

“But only,” the prisoner continued, “if your highness promises to spare my life.”

“On my honor,” said the prince. “Now, ask your questions, my lord.”

“Where did the army cross the Lys?”

“Between Saint-Venant and Aire.”

“Who commands it?”

“Count de Fuonsaldagna, General Beck, and the archduke.”

“How many troops?”

“Eighteen thousand men and thirty-six cannons.”

“And their objective?”

“Lens.”

“You see, gentlemen!” the prince exclaimed, turning triumphantly to Marshal de Grammont and the other officers. “Yes, my lord,” the marshal admitted, “you have learned all that human resourcefulness can discover.”

“Recall Le Plessis, Bellievre, Villequier, and D’Erlac,” the prince commanded. “Bring back all troops from this side of the Lys. Have them ready to march tonight. Tomorrow, we will probably engage the enemy.”

“But, my lord,” Marshal de Grammont cautioned, “even after gathering all our forces, we will barely number thirteen thousand.”

“Monsieur le maréchal,” the prince replied, with that famous look so unique to him, “great battles are won by small armies.”

Then, turning to the prisoner, he ordered, “Take this man away and guard him carefully. His life depends on whether his information proves true; if it does, he will go free—if false, let him be executed.”

The prisoner was led away. “Count de Guiche,” the prince said, “since you haven’t seen your father in so long, stay here with him. Monsieur,” he continued, turning to Raoul, “if you are not too tired, come with me.”

“To the ends of the earth, my lord!” cried Raoul, swept up by a sudden enthusiasm for the young general, whose reputation seemed so well-earned. The prince smiled; he cared little for flatterers but valued genuine passion. “Come, monsieur,” he said, “you’ve proven yourself wise in counsel; tomorrow we’ll see whether you are equally skilled in action.”

“And me?” asked the marshal.

“Wait here for the troops. I’ll either come back for them or send a courier to bring them to me.”

“Twenty well-mounted guards are all I need for my escort.”

“That seems too few,” said the marshal.

“It’s enough,” the prince replied. “Do you have a good horse, Monsieur de Bragelonne?”

“My horse was killed this morning, my lord, and now I’m using my lackey’s.”

“Pick any horse you wish from my stables. Don’t be too modest; take the best you find. You may need it tonight, and you’ll certainly need it tomorrow.”

Raoul did not hesitate. He knew that with superiors—especially princes—the greatest politeness is to obey without delay or protest. He went to the stables, chose a piebald Andalusian, and saddled and bridled it himself. Athos had taught him that, in times of danger, one should trust important tasks only to oneself. He then returned to the prince, who was




Chapter XXXV: A Dinner in the Old Style

The second meeting between the former musketeers was much less formal and intimidating than the first. Athos, with his sharp insight, wisely suggested that a dinner table would be the perfect setting for their reunion. At a time when his friends, out of respect for his manner and self-control, hesitated to mention their fond memories of past meals, he took the initiative to propose they gather around a well-set table and fully embrace their true selves—a freedom that had once created such a strong bond between them, earning them the nickname “the inseparables.”

For various reasons, everyone liked this idea, and they agreed that each would provide a precise address. Should any of them wish to meet, they would gather at a well-known restaurant on Rue de la Monnaie called the Hermitage.

Their first meeting was scheduled for the following Wednesday at exactly eight o’clock in the evening. On that day, the four friends arrived punctually, each coming from his own home or duty. Porthos had been testing a new horse; D’Artagnan was on guard at the Louvre; Aramis had visited one of his penitents nearby; and Athos, who lived on Rue Guenegaud, was close by. They were a bit surprised to find themselves together at the Hermitage’s door, with Athos coming from the Pont Neuf, Porthos from Rue de la Roule, D’Artagnan from Rue des Fosse Saint Germain l’Auxerrois, and Aramis from Rue de Bethisy.

The first words exchanged between the friends felt rather forced, as each added a touch of formality to their greeting, and the meal began with a certain stiffness. Noticing this awkwardness, Athos decided to break the ice by ordering four bottles of champagne.

At this command, delivered in Athos’s typical calm tone, the Gascon’s features relaxed and Porthos’s brow smoothed out. Aramis was taken aback—he knew that Athos not only never drank but had a strong aversion to wine. His surprise grew even greater when he saw Athos fill a glass and drink it down with all the enthusiasm he once showed. His companions quickly followed his example. In just a few minutes the four bottles were empty, and the delicious drink lifted even the slightest shadow that had hung over their spirits.

The four friends began to speak loudly, hardly waiting for one to finish before another would jump in, each taking their favorite seat at the table. Soon—it seemed odd—Aramis unbuttoned two buttons of his doublet, prompting Porthos to undo his completely. Their conversation ranged from battles, to long journeys, to the blows they had given and received, quickly shifting to their silent war against the man now known as the great cardinal.

“Honestly,” Aramis said, laughing, “we’ve praised the dead enough; let’s take a moment to criticize the living. I’d like to say something bad about Mazarin—is that all right?”

“Go ahead, go ahead,” D’Artagnan replied, laughing heartily. “Tell your story, and I’ll applaud if it’s good.”

“A great prince,” Aramis began, “whom Mazarin wanted to ally with, was invited to send a list of the terms under which he would honor Mazarin with negotiations. The prince, who really disliked dealing with such a rude man, reluctantly made a list and sent it. Mazarin disliked three of the terms and offered the prince ten thousand crowns to drop them.”

“Ah, ha, ha!” laughed the three friends. “Not a bad deal! And he didn’t have to worry about being taken seriously. What did the prince do next?”

“The prince immediately sent fifty thousand francs to Mazarin, asking him never to write to him again, and promised another twenty thousand francs if he would never speak to him.”

“What did Mazarin do?”

“He threw a fit!” suggested Athos.

“He beat the messenger!” exclaimed Porthos.

“He accepted the money!” added D’Artagnan.

“You’ve got it right,” replied Aramis, and they all laughed so heartily that their host came over, concerned they might be fighting. Eventually, their laughter died down, and D’Artagnan turned to his friends, saying, “Honestly! You may wish ill upon Mazarin, but I assure you, he wishes you nothing good in return.”

“Really?” Athos asked, surprised.

“If I thought that man knew me by name, I’d change my name, afraid it might suggest I know him.”

“He knows you better by your actions than by your name. He is well aware that two gentlemen helped Monsieur de Beaufort escape, and he has started a real search for them—I assure you.”

“Who is leading the search?”

“Me. This morning he called me in to ask if I’d found anything.”

“And what did you say?”

“That I hadn’t yet, but that I was dining today with two gentlemen who could give me some information.”

“You told him that?” Porthos exclaimed, a wide smile spreading across his honest face. “Bravo! Aren’t you worried about that, Athos?”

“No,” Athos replied, “it’s not Mazarin’s search that I fear.”

“Then,” Aramis said, “tell me what you do fear.”

“Nothing at the moment; at least, nothing serious.”

“And what about the past?” asked Porthos.

“Oh, the past is a different matter,” Athos sighed. “The past and the future.”

“Are you worried about your young Raoul?” Aramis inquired.

“Well,” D’Artagnan replied, “nobody is killed in a first engagement.”

“Nor in the second,” Aramis added.

“Nor in the third,” Porthos chimed in. “And even when one is killed, one comes back; just look at us!”

“No,” Athos said, “it’s not Raoul that worries me, because I trust he will behave like a gentleman. And if he is killed—well, he will have died bravely. But if such a misfortune were to occur—” Athos ran his hand over his pale brow.

“Well?” asked Aramis. “I see that as a way to make amends.”

“Ah!” replied D’Artagnan. “I know what you mean.”

“So do I,” added Aramis. “But you shouldn’t dwell on it, Athos; what’s done is done.”

“I don’t follow,” said Porthos.

“The incident at Armentières,” D’Artagnan whispered.

“The incident at Armentières?” Porthos repeated. “Milady.”

“Oh, right!” exclaimed Porthos. “I’d completely forgotten that!”

Athos fixed his gaze on him. “You’ve forgotten it, Porthos?” he asked.

“Indeed, it feels like ages ago,” said Porthos. “So, this matter doesn’t weigh on your conscience?”

“Not at all.”

“And you, D’Artagnan?”

“I—I must admit that when I think back to that awful time, all I remember is the lifeless body of poor Madame Bonancieux. Yes, I often feel pity for her, but I’ve never felt the slightest remorse for the one who took her life.”

Athos shook his head thoughtfully. “Consider this,” Aramis said, “if you believe in divine justice playing out on earth, then that woman was punished by the will of Heaven. We were merely the instruments, nothing more.”

“But what about free will, Aramis?”

“How does a judge act? He has free will, but he condemns without fear. What about the executioner? He controls his own arm, yet delivers the blow without remorse.”

“The executioner!” Athos repeated, as if struck by a sudden memory.

“I know it’s terrible,” D’Artagnan replied. “But when I think about how we’ve killed English, Rochelais, Spaniards, and even Frenchmen—who never did us any harm except aiming at us and missing, whose only crime was crossing swords with us and being unable to parry—honestly, I can justify my part in the murder of that woman.”

“As for me,” Porthos said, “now that you remind me, Athos, I can see the scene as if I were there again. Milady was sitting where you are.” (Athos’s color changed.) “I was standing where D’Artagnan is now. I had a long sword, sharp as a Damascus blade—you remember it, Aramis; you always called it Balizarde.”

“I swear to all three of you, if the executioner from Béthune—wasn’t he from Béthune? Yes, from Béthune!—hadn’t been there, I would have taken off the head of that wretched woman without a second thought, or even after thinking about it. She truly was a horrible person.”

“And then,” said Aramis, with that philosophical indifference he had adopted since entering the church—a tone that revealed more doubt than faith in God, “what’s the use of dwelling on it? In the end, we’ll have to confess our actions, and God knows better than we do whether it was a crime, a fault, or a virtuous deed. Do I regret it? Yes!”

“No. On my honor and by the holy cross, I only regret it because she was a woman.”

“The best part of the whole situation,” D’Artagnan replied, “is that there’s no evidence left.”

“She had a son,” Athos pointed out.

“Oh, yes, I remember you mentioning that,” D’Artagnan said. “But who knows what happened to him? If the serpent is dead, why not the offspring? Do you really think his uncle De Winter would have raised that young viper?”

“De Winter probably condemned the son just as he did the mother.”

“Then,” said Athos, “woe to De Winter, for the child did nothing wrong.”

“May the devil take me if the child isn’t dead,” Porthos declared. “There’s so much fog in that miserable country, or so D’Artagnan says.”

Just as Porthos’s joking comment was about to lighten the mood of the now somber faces, hurried footsteps echoed on the stairs, followed by a knock at the door. “Come in,” called Athos.

“Excuse me, gentlemen,” said the host, “but someone in great haste wishes to speak with one of you.”

“Which of us?” the four friends asked together.

“To the one known as the Comte de la Fere.”

“That’s me,” Athos replied. “And who is this person?”

“Grimaud.”

“Ah!” Athos exclaimed, turning pale. “Back already!”

“What could have happened to Bragelonne?”

“Let him in,” D’Artagnan urged. “Let him come up.”

But Grimaud had already climbed the staircase and was waiting on the last step. He rushed in and gestured for the host to leave. As soon as the door closed, the four friends waited in anticipation. Grimaud’s agitation, his pale face, sweat, and dust-covered clothing all signaled he was bringing important and troubling news.

“Gentlemen,” he said, “that woman had a child; that child has become a man. The tigress had a cub, and now the tiger is awake; he is ready to pounce on you—beware!”

Athos looked around at his friends with a somber smile. Porthos turned to check his sword hanging on the wall; Aramis grabbed his knife; D’Artagnan stood up. “What do you mean, Grimaud?” he exclaimed.

“Milady’s son has left England and is now in France, on his way to Paris, if he isn’t already there.”

“Is that really true?” Porthos exclaimed. “Are you certain?”

“Absolutely,” Grimaud replied. The news was met with silence. Grimaud was so breathless and exhausted that he collapsed into a chair. Athos filled a glass with champagne and handed it to him. “Well, after all,” D’Artagnan said, “even if he is alive and makes it to Paris, we’ve run into many others like him.”

“Let him come.”

“Yes,” Porthos agreed, glancing fondly at his sword still hanging on the wall. “We can wait for him; let him come.”

“Besides, he’s just a child,” Aramis added. Grimaud stood up. “A child!” he exclaimed. “Do you know what this child has done? Disguised as a monk, he got the whole story out of the executioner of Béthune during confession. After hearing everything, he gave him absolution by plunging this dagger into his heart. Look, it’s still warm with his blood; it hasn’t been thirty hours since it was pulled from the wound.”

With that, Grimaud slammed the dagger onto the table.

D’Artagnan, Porthos, and Aramis leapt to their feet, rushing for their swords. But Athos remained seated, calm and thoughtful. “And you say he’s dressed as a monk, Grimaud?”

“Yes, as an Augustinian monk.”

“What’s his build?”

“About my height; thin, pale, with light blue eyes and tawny, flaxen hair.”

“And he didn’t see Raoul?” Athos asked.

“Yes—on the contrary, they met, and it was the viscount himself who led him to the dying man’s bedside.”

Athos stood up silently and went to fetch his sword. “Hey, sir,” D’Artagnan said, trying to laugh, “do you realize we look like a bunch of scared women trying to avoid a mouse? How is it that we, four men who have faced armies without flinching, start to tremble at the mention of a child?”

“It’s true,” Athos replied, “but this child comes in the name of Heaven.”

Before long, they left the inn.




Chapter XXXVI: A Letter from Charles the First

Now, dear reader, let us cross the Seine together and head to the door of the Carmelite Convent on Rue Saint Jacques. It is eleven o’clock in the morning, and the devoted sisters have just finished their mass, praying for the success of King Charles I’s armies.

As they leave the church, a woman and a young girl dressed in black—one seeming like a widow and the other an orphan—return to their room. The woman kneels at a painted wooden prie-dieu, and the young girl stands nearby, leaning against a chair and weeping.

The woman must have once been beautiful, but sorrow has aged her. The young girl is lovely, and her tears only make her more so; the lady appears about forty years old, and the girl looks about fourteen.

“Oh, God!” prayed the kneeling woman, “protect my husband, watch over my son, and take my miserable life instead!”

“Oh, God!” whispered the girl, “please don’t take my mother from me!”

“Your mother can no longer help you in this world, Henrietta,” the lady replied, turning to her. “I have lost my throne and my husband; I have no son, no money, and no friends. The whole world, my poor child, has abandoned your mother!” She collapsed into her daughter’s arms, weeping.

“Have courage, my dear mother!” the girl urged. “Ah!”

“It’s a hard year for kings,” said the mother. “No one in this country thinks of us; everyone minds their own troubles. When your brother was here, he helped me keep my spirits up, but now he’s gone and can no longer send us news, either to me or to your father. I’ve had to pawn my last jewels and sell both your clothes and my own to pay your brother’s servants, who wouldn’t follow him unless I made those sacrifices. Now we depend on the charity of these daughters of Heaven; we are poor and have to rely on God.”

“But why not reach out to your sister, the queen?” asked the girl. “Alas! The queen, my sister, is queen no longer, my child. Someone else rules in her place. One day, you will understand how all this came to be.”

“Well then, should I speak to the king, your nephew? You know how much he loves me, my mother. Alas!”

“My nephew is not yet king, and you know Laporte has told us repeatedly that he is in want of almost everything.”

“Then let us pray to Heaven,” said the girl. These two women, kneeling together in prayer, were the daughter and granddaughter of Henry IV, and also the wife and daughter of Charles I. They had just finished their shared prayer when a nun softly knocked at the door of the cell.

“Come in, my sister,” said the queen. “I hope your majesty will forgive this interruption to her meditations, but a foreign lord has arrived from England and is waiting in the parlor, wishing to present a letter to your majesty.”

“Oh, a letter! A letter from the king, perhaps.”

“Have you heard news from your father, Henrietta? And what is the name of this lord?”

“Lord de Winter.”

“Lord de Winter!” the queen exclaimed. “He is a friend of my husband. Please, ask him to enter!”

The queen stepped forward to greet her visitor, taking his hand warmly as he knelt and presented her with a letter in a gold case. “Ah, my lord!” the queen said. “You bring us three things we have not had for a long time: gold, a loyal friend, and a letter from the king, our husband and master.”

De Winter bowed again, unable to reply from the fullness of his emotion.

The mother and daughter sat in a window alcove, eager to read the letter:

“Dear Wife,

We have now reached a critical point. I have gathered all that Heaven has granted me here at Naseby camp, and I write in haste from here. I await the army of my rebellious subjects and am about to give battle one last time. If I am victorious, I will keep up the fight; if I am defeated, I am lost. In that case, I will try—alas!

“In our position, we must prepare for anything. I will attempt to reach the French coast, if possible. But will they let in, will they welcome a miserable king who brings only stories of sorrow to a country already facing civil chaos? I rely on your wisdom and love to advise me. The messenger bringing this letter will tell you what I cannot put in writing due to the dangers. He will tell you the actions I hope you might take. I also entrust him with my blessings for my children and all my love for you, my dearest.”

The letter was signed, not as “Charles, King,” but as “Charles—still king.”

“Let him be king no more,” cried the queen. “Let him be beaten, exiled, or outlawed, if only he lives. Alas! In these times, the throne is too dangerous for me to wish he keep it. But my lord, tell me,” she went on, “don’t keep anything from me—what is the king’s true situation? Is it as desperate as he thinks?”

“Alas, madame, it is even worse than he thinks. His majesty is so good-hearted he cannot imagine hatred; he is so loyal he cannot see betrayal. England is split by a restless spirit that, I fear, will only end in blood.”

“But Lord Montrose,” said the queen, “I heard of his remarkable and rapid victories. I was told he was marching to join the king at the frontier.”

“Yes, madame; but there he met Lesly. He made every effort to secure victory, but victory has now deserted him. Montrose, defeated at Philiphaugh, was forced to disperse what remained of his army and escape disguised as a servant. He is now in Bergen, Norway.”

“May heaven protect him!” said the queen.

“It is at least a comfort to know that some who have risked their lives for us are safe. Now, my lord, given the king’s desperate situation, tell me what message you bring from my husband.”

“Well, madame,” replied De Winter, “the king wants you to learn how the king and queen of France feel about him.”

“Alas! You know the king is still just a child and the queen is a woman of little strength. Here, Monsieur Mazarin holds all the power.”

“Does he want to play in France the part Cromwell plays in England?”

“Oh, no! He is a clever, unprincipled Italian who, though he probably dreams of betrayal, does not dare to act on it. Unlike Cromwell, who controls both Houses, Mazarin has only the queen’s support in his fight with the parliament.”

“Then he should, all the more, help a king threatened by his parliament.”

The queen shook her head in despair. “If I trust my own thoughts, my lord,” she said, “the cardinal will do nothing, and might even work against us.”

My daughter and I are already a burden to him here in France; the king’s coming would be an even greater one. “My lord,” Henrietta added with a sad smile, “it is both tragic and almost shameful to say, but we have spent this winter in the Louvre without money, without linens, and almost without bread. Often, we have not even gotten out of bed for want of fire.”

“Horrible!” cried De Winter. “The daughter of Henry IV and the wife of King Charles! Why did you not appeal to the first person from us for help?”

“That is the hospitality a queen receives from the minister to whom a king applies for it.”

“But I heard talk of a marriage between the Prince of Wales and Mademoiselle d’Orleans,” De Winter said.

“Yes, I once hoped it might happen. The young people cared for each other; but the queen, who first supported their feelings, changed her mind. Monsieur, the Duc d’Orleans, who encouraged them, now forbids his daughter to think of it. Oh, my lord!” the queen cried, unable to restrain her tears, “it is better to fight as the king does, and to die, as he may, than to live in poverty as I do.”

“Courage, madame! Take heart! Do not lose hope! The interests of the French crown are involved now, and we must not allow rebellion in a neighbor. Mazarin, as a statesman, must see that it’s necessary.”

“Are you sure,” asked the queen hesitantly, “that you are not too late?”

“For what?”

“The Joices, the Prinns, the Cromwells?”

“A tailor, a coachmaker, a brewer! I sincerely hope, madame, that the cardinal will not stoop to make treaties with such men!”

“Ah!”

“What of him?” asked Madame Henrietta. “What about the honor of the king and the queen?”

“Well, let’s hope he will uphold their honor,” replied the queen. “A true friend’s words are so persuasive,




Chapter XXXVIII: Henrietta Maria and Mazarin

The cardinal rose and hurried to greet the queen of England. He showed her the utmost respect, for she was stripped of all state and surrounded by no followers, and he could not help but feel some self-reproach for his own lack of compassion and greed. Still, those seeking favor know how to hide their true feelings, and the daughter of Henry IV. smiled as she approached a man she both hated and looked down on. “Ah!” thought Mazarin, “what a lovely face; is she here to ask me for money?”

He glanced nervously at his strongbox and even adjusted the splendid diamond ring on his finger, its brilliance attracting the attention of everyone there. His hand was indeed fine and handsome. “Your eminence,” said the distinguished visitor, “I meant at first to speak about what concerns me most—my sister the queen—but I changed my mind, knowing politics are above all men’s concern.”

“Madame,” Mazarin replied, “your majesty overwhelms me with such a flattering distinction.”

“He is obliging,” thought the queen. “Has he guessed my errand?”

“Please,” the cardinal said, “command your faithful servant.”

“Alas, sir,” the queen replied, “I have lost the habit of command and taken up asking. I am here to beg you; how fortunate for me if you agree to my request.”

“I am listening, madame, with great interest,” said Mazarin.

“Your Eminence, I must mention the war my husband, the king, is fighting against his rebellious subjects. You may not know that there is fighting now in England,” she said with a wistful smile, “and soon it will be fought more fiercely than ever.”

“I knew nothing about it, Madame,” the cardinal answered, slightly shrugging. “Unfortunately, our own wars take up all the time and thought of a poor, feeble, useless minister like myself.”

“Well then, Your Eminence,” continued the queen, “I must tell you that Charles I, my husband, stands on the brink of a decisive battle. Should he be defeated” (Mazarin moved uneasily), “we must be prepared for anything; and if he is beaten, he wishes to seek refuge in France and live here as a private person. What do you think of this?”

The cardinal listened, revealing nothing of his feelings, keeping up his usual false and flattering smile. When the queen finished, he replied:

“Do you really believe, Madame, that France, in its present state of unrest, could offer a safe place to a dethroned king? The crown barely sits secure on Louis XIV’s head—can it bear more weight?”

“The load wasn’t so heavy when I was in trouble,” the queen answered, with a sad smile. “I ask no more for my husband than what was given to me; you see we are very humble sovereigns, sir.”

“Oh, you, Madame,” Mazarin countered quickly, eager to cut off an explanation he saw coming, “with you, it’s different—a daughter of Henry IV, that great and noble monarch—”

“That hasn’t stopped you from refusing his son-in-law, sir!”

But you should recall that this great king, when exiled as my husband may soon be, went to England for help—and received it. And Queen Elizabeth was not his niece, either.

“What a shame!” said Mazarin, squirming under her plain speaking. “Your Majesty mistakes my intentions, and that is partly because I am speaking French.”

“Speak Italian, sir. Before your fellow-cardinal predecessor exiled our mother, Marie de Medicis, she taught us that language. If there is anything left of King Henry’s greatness, which you just praised, he would be most surprised to see how little compassion is shown for his family, especially when it comes with such grand praise for himself.”

Large beads of sweat broke out on Mazarin’s forehead. “That praise is indeed real and deep, Madame,” he replied, ignoring the offer to switch languages. “If King Charles I—may Heaven protect him—were to come to France, I’d offer him my own home; but, alas, it would not be a safe refuge. One day, the people will burn that house, just as they did with that of the Marechal d’Ancre.”

Poor Concino Concini! And yet he wanted only the good of the people.”

“Yes, my lord, just like you!” replied the queen, her voice sharp with irony. Mazarin pretended not to hear the jab, but went on lamenting Concini’s fate. “Well then, your eminence,” the queen said, now impatient, “what is your answer?”

“Madame,” Mazarin said, more and more moved, “will your majesty let me offer you some advice?”

“Go on, sir,” the queen replied. “The advice of so wise a man ought to be valuable indeed.”

“Madame, believe me, the king must defend himself to the end.”

“He has done so, sir, and this final battle, fought with far fewer resources than the enemy, proves he will not surrender. But if he’s beaten?”

“Well, madame, then—though I know it’s bold to offer advice to your majesty—I say the king must not leave his kingdom. Kings who leave are quickly forgotten; if he comes to France, he loses his cause.”

“But,” the queen pressed, “if that is your advice, and if you wish to help him, then send him men and money, for I have nothing left. I’ve even sold my last diamond to help him. If I still had one jewel, I would have bought firewood this winter for myself and my daughter.”

“Oh, madame,” Mazarin replied, “your majesty doesn’t realize what you ask.”

“When a foreign army comes with a king, it means he has lost his people’s support and love.”

“Come to the point, sir,” the queen interrupted. “Yes or no: if the king stays in England, will you send help? If he comes to France, will you grant him hospitality? What do you mean to do? Be clear.”

“Madame,” the cardinal replied, trying to sound sincere, “I hope to show you my loyalty and prove how seriously I take what matters to you. After that, I don’t think you will doubt my commitment.”

The queen bit her lip and shifted restlessly in her chair. “Well, what will you do?” she finally said. “Come, speak out.”

“I will go at once to consult the queen, and we will lay the matter before parliament.”

“With which you are now at war, is that not so?”

“You will ask Broussel to report it. That is enough, sir, enough. I understand—or rather, I see I was mistaken. Go to the parliament; for it was from that assembly, the enemy of kings, that the daughter of the great Henry IV., whom you admire so much, got the only help this winter that kept her from starving and freezing!”

At this, Henrietta rose in majestic indignation. The cardinal, lifting his clasped hands toward her, exclaimed, “Ah, madame, madame, how little you know me, mon Dieu!”

But Queen Henrietta, without glancing at him or his empty protest, crossed the room, opened the door herself, and walked through the ranks of the cardinal’s guards and courtiers eager to pay their court—a grand show of rival royalty. She took De Winter’s arm as he stood alone. Poor queen, already fallen! Though all bowed before her, as manners demanded, she now had only one arm to lean on.

“It doesn’t matter,” said Mazarin when alone. “It pained me, and it was an unthankful part to play, but I have promised nothing to either of them. Bernouin!”

Bernouin entered. “Find out whether the young man in the black doublet and short hair, who was with me earlier, is still at the palace.”

Bernouin left and soon brought back Comminges, who was on guard. “Your Eminence,” Comminges reported, “as I was taking the young man you asked about, he went to the glass gallery door and stared at something—a painting by Raphael opposite the door, maybe. He stopped a while, thinking, and then went down the stairs.”

I think I saw him mount a gray horse and leave the palace grounds. But aren’t you going to see the queen?”

“For what?”

“Monsieur de Guitant, my uncle, just told me her majesty heard news about the army.”

“Very well; I will go.”

Comminges had seen correctly, and Mordaunt had in fact acted as described. As he went through the gallery beside the glass corridor, he saw De Winter, waiting for the queen to finish her meeting. At the sight of him, the young man stopped, not in admiration of Raphael’s painting, but as if struck by a dreadful sight. His eyes widened, and a shudder ran through him. It looked as if he wished to break down the glass wall between him and his enemy; if Comminges had seen the hatred in Mordaunt’s eyes fixed on De Winter, he would not have doubted that the Englishman was his mortal enemy.

He paused, seeming to reflect; instead of running at once to Lord de Winter as he first meant, he went slowly down the stairs. With his head lowered, he left the palace, mounted his horse, and waited at the corner of Rue Richelieu. Fixing his eyes on the gates, he watched for the queen’s carriage. He did not wait long, for the queen spent barely fifteen minutes with Mazarin. Still, that brief time must have seemed endless to him.

At last, the heavy carriage, called a chariot then, rolled out, rattling against the gates. Still on horseback, De Winter leaned toward the queen’s window to speak with Her Majesty. The horses set off, bound for the Louvre, which they soon reached. Before leaving the Carmelite convent, Henrietta had asked her daughter to join her at the palace—a place she had long called home, only leaving because their poverty was harder to bear among gilded walls.

Mordaunt followed the carriage, and after seeing it vanish through the dark arches, he took a place against a shadowy wall. He stood motionless in the sculpted reliefs of Jean Goujon, as still as a statue of a horseman.




Chapter XXXIX: How, at Times, the Unfortunate Confuse Chance with Providence

“Well, madame,” said De Winter, after the queen had dismissed her attendants, “it seems my predictions have come true.”

“What? The cardinal refuses to receive the king? Will France deny hospitality to an unfortunate prince?”

“Yes, but it’s my first time, madame!”

“I did not mean France, my lord; I was referring to the cardinal, and he isn’t even French.”

“But did you see the queen?”

“It’s useless,” Henrietta replied. “The queen won’t agree if the cardinal disagrees. Don’t you realize that this Italian controls everything, both inside and outside? Besides, I wouldn’t be surprised if Cromwell has already taken action. He seemed uneasy while speaking to me, yet firm in his refusal. Did you see the commotion at the Palais Royal, all the people hurrying about? Have they received any news, my lord?”

“Not from England, madame.”

I rushed here with such urgency that I am certain I was not delayed. I set out three days ago and miraculously passed through the Puritan army, taking post horses with my servant Tony; the horses we rode were bought here in Paris. Moreover, I am sure the king is waiting for your majesty’s answer before putting himself at risk.”

“You will tell him, my lord,” the queen replied despairingly, “that I am powerless to help; that I have suffered as much as he has—more, even—forced to live in exile and seek shelter from false friends who only pretend concern for my tears. As for his royal person, he must make the ultimate sacrifice and die like a king. I will go and die at his side.”

“Madame, madame,” De Winter exclaimed, “your majesty is giving in to despair; yet there may still be hope.”

“I have no friends left, my lord; no one in this wide world but you! Oh, God!” cried the poor queen, raising her eyes to Heaven. “Have You really taken away all the generous hearts that once were?”

“I hope not, madame,” De Winter replied thoughtfully. “I once spoke to you about four men.”

“What could four men accomplish?”

“Four loyal, determined men can do a great deal, I assure you, madame. The ones I’m speaking of once did incredible things.”

“And where are these four men now?”

“That, unfortunately, I do not know. It’s been twenty years since I last saw them, yet every time I’ve seen the king in danger, I’ve thought of them.”

“And these men were your friends?”

“One of them held my life in his hands and chose to spare it.”

“I don’t know if he is still my friend, but since that day, I have always counted myself his.”

“And these men are in France, my lord?”

“I believe so.”

“Tell me their names; maybe I have heard them mentioned and could help you find them.”

“One of them was called the Chevalier d’Artagnan.”

“Ah, my lord, if I’m not mistaken, the Chevalier d’Artagnan is the lieutenant of the royal guards. But be cautious; I fear this man is entirely devoted to the cardinal.”

“That would be unfortunate,” said De Winter. “I’m starting to think we are indeed lost.”

“But the others,” said the queen, clinging to this last hope like a shipwrecked person clings to the hull of a vessel. “The others, my lord!”

“The second—I learned his name by chance. Before they fought us, these four gentlemen introduced themselves; the second was called the Comte de la Fere. As for the other two, I got so used to calling them by their nicknames that I’ve forgotten their real names.”

“Oh, mon Dieu, we must find them quickly,” said the queen, “since you believe these gentlemen could be so useful to the king.”

“Oh, yes,” replied De Winter, “for they are indeed the same men. Listen, madame, and try to remember. Have you ever heard that Queen Anne of Austria was once saved from the greatest danger a queen could face?”

“Yes, during her affair with Monsieur de Buckingham; something to do with certain studs and diamonds.”

“Exactly, madame; it was that incident. These men are the ones who saved her, and I feel saddened that if you don’t know their names, it’s because the queen has forgotten them—names that should have made them the noblest in the realm.”

“Then they must be found, my lord. But what could four men, or rather three, do? I tell you, do not count on Monsieur d’Artagnan.”

“It will be one brave sword less, but three will remain, not counting my own. Four loyal men around the king to shield him from his enemies, to support him in battle, to advise him, and to escort him if he needs to flee are enough—not to make the king conquer, but to save him if he is defeated. No matter what Mazarin says, once on French soil, your royal husband will find as many refuges and shelters as a seabird finds in a storm.”

“Then search, my lord; find these gentlemen. If they agree to go with you to England, I will grant each of them a duchy the day we reclaim the throne, along with enough gold to pave Whitehall. Please, my lord, find them.”

“I will search for them, madame,” said De Winter, “and I am sure I will find them, but time is short.”

“Has Your Majesty forgotten that the king is anxiously waiting for your response?”

“Then we are truly lost!” cried the queen, heartbroken. Just then, the door opened, and young Henrietta entered. At that moment, the queen summoned the remarkable strength that motherly love can bring, wiped away her tears, and signaled to De Winter to change the subject. Yet, despite her self-control, the young princess noticed. She paused on the threshold, sighed, and spoke to the queen.

“Why do you always weep, Mother, when I am away from you?” she asked. The queen smiled yet did not answer directly.

“Look, De Winter,” she said, “at least I have gained one thing from being only half a queen: my children call me ‘Mother’ instead of ‘Madame.’”

Turning to her daughter, she asked, “What is it, Henrietta?”

“My mother,” replied the young princess, “a gentleman has just entered the Louvre and wishes to pay his respects to Your Majesty. He comes from the army and says he brings a letter for you from the Marechal de Grammont, I believe.”

“Ah!” the queen said to De Winter, “he is one of my loyal supporters. But do you not see, my dear lord, how poorly served I am, since even my daughter has to act as my doorkeeper?”

“Madame, have mercy on me,” De Winter exclaimed. “You break my heart!”

“And who is this gentleman, Henrietta?” the queen asked.

“I saw him from the window, madame; he is a young man who looks barely sixteen and is called the Viscount de Bragelonne.”

The queen smiled and nodded. The young princess opened the door, and Raoul appeared on the threshold. He took a few steps toward the queen and knelt. “Madame,” he said, “I bring a letter from my friend the Count de Guiche, who said he had the honor of serving you. This letter contains important news and conveys his respect.”

At the mention of the Count de Guiche, a blush spread across the young princess’s cheeks, and the queen glanced at her with some severity. “You told me the letter was from the Marechal de Grammont, Henrietta!” the queen said. “I thought so, madame,” the young girl stammered. “It is my fault, madame,” Raoul added.

“I did announce myself as coming from the Marechal de Grammont; however, since he was wounded in his right arm and could not write, the Count de Guiche acted as his secretary.”

“There has been fighting, then?” asked the queen, motioning for Raoul to rise. “Yes, madame,” the young man replied. At the news of battle, the princess opened her mouth as if to ask something, but her lips closed, and the color faded from her cheeks. The queen noticed and, guided by her maternal instincts, likely understood her feelings. She turned to Raoul again:

“And nothing has happened to the young Count de Guiche?” she inquired. “For he is not only our servant, as you say, but above all—he is one of our friends.”

“No, madame,” Raoul assured her. “On the contrary, he won great glory and had the honor of being embraced by His Highness, the prince, on the field of battle.”

The young princess clapped her hands in delight, but, embarrassed by her joy, turned slightly away and leaned over a vase of roses, pretending to inhale their scent. “Let’s see,” said the queen, “what the count has to say.” She opened the letter and began to read:

“Madame,—Being unable to write to you myself because of a wound to my right hand, I have instructed my son, the Count de Guiche, who, along with his father, is equally your humble servant, to inform you that we have just won the battle of Lens. This victory will further strengthen the position of Cardinal Mazarin and the queen in European affairs. If Your Majesty trusts my advice, she should use this opportunity to appeal at the French court for her noble husband.”

The Vicomte de Bragelonne, who has the honor of delivering this letter to Your Majesty, is a close friend of my son, who owes him his life. He is a gentleman to whom Your Majesty can entrust any message, verbal or written, you have for me.

“I remain, with respect, etc.,

“Marechal de Grammont.”

At the mention of Raoul’s service to the count, he glanced at the young princess and saw in her eyes deep gratitude to him; he no longer doubted that King Charles I’s daughter loved his friend. “The battle of Lens has been won!” said the queen. “They are truly lucky here; they can win battles! Yes, Marechal de Grammont is right; this will change French affairs, but I fear it will do little for the English, and may even do us harm. This news is fresh, sir,” she continued, “and I thank you for delivering it so quickly; without this letter, I might not have heard till tomorrow, perhaps even later—the last to know in Paris.”

“Madame,” Raoul replied, “the Louvre is only the second palace to receive this news; nobody else knows yet. I promised the Count de Guiche I would hand this letter to Your Majesty before even greeting my guardian.”

“Your guardian!

“Is he also a Bragelonne?” asked Lord de Winter. “I once knew a Bragelonne— is he still alive?”

“No, sir, he has passed away; I believe my guardian, who was closely related to him, inherited the estate from which I take my name.”

“And your guardian, sir,” inquired the queen, unable to conceal her interest in the handsome young man before her, “what is his name?”

“The Comte de la Fere, madame,” the young man replied with a bow. De Winter was taken aback, and the queen turned to him, her face brightening with joy. “The Comte de la Fere!” she exclaimed. “Why did you never mention that name to me?”

De Winter could barely believe what he heard. “The Comte de la Fere!” he repeated in astonishment.

“Oh, sir, please tell me—Is the Comte de la Fere the nobleman I remember, handsome and brave, a musketeer under Louis XIII, who must now be about forty-seven or forty-eight years old?”

“Yes, sir, you are exactly right!”

“And he once served under another name?”

“Yes, he was known as Athos. Recently, I heard his friend, Monsieur d’Artagn




Chapter XLI: Paternal Affection

While this terrible scene was taking place at Lord de Winter’s, Athos sat by his window, his elbow on the table and his head resting in his hand. He listened attentively to Raoul as he told of his adventures during his journey and described the battle. As he absorbed the fresh innocence and enthusiasm in Raoul’s story, Athos’s noble face reflected an indescribable delight. He savored the sound of the young man’s voice like beautiful music. For that moment, he forgot all the darkness of his past and uncertainty of the future; it felt as if his beloved boy’s return had turned his fears into hopes.

Athos was happier than he had ever been before. “And you took part in this great battle, Bragelonne!” exclaimed the former musketeer.

“Yes, sir.”

“And was it a fierce one?”

“His Highness the Prince charged into battle eleven times himself.”

“He’s a remarkable commander, Bragelonne.”

“He is a true hero, sir. I watched him throughout. Oh, how wonderful it is to bear the name Condé and to live up to it so well!”

“He was calm and shining, wasn’t he?”

“As calm as he would be on parade, and as shining as he would be at a celebration.”

We approached the enemy slowly. Our orders were not to fire first, and we advanced toward the Spaniards, who stood on a hill with their muskets aimed downward. When we were about thirty paces away, the prince turned to the soldiers and said, “Comrades, you’re about to face a heavy volley, but after that, you’ll quickly settle with those men.” The silence was so deep that both friends and enemies heard him. Then, raising his sword, he commanded, “Sound trumpets!”

“Well, that’s good; you’ll do the same when the time comes, won’t you, Raoul?”

“I don’t know, sir, but I thought his courage was grand and noble!”

“Were you afraid, Raoul?” asked the count.

“Yes, sir,” the young man answered honestly. “A cold chill ran through my heart, and when the enemy gave the order to fire in Spanish, I closed my eyes and thought of you.”

“Truly, Raoul?” Athos said, pressing his hand.

“Yes, sir. The sound of gunfire was so fierce, it felt as if the gates of hell had opened. Anyone not wounded felt the heat of the flames. I opened my eyes, amazed to be alive and unhurt; a third of our squadron was down—wounded, dead, or dying. At that moment, I saw the prince watching me. The only thing I could think of was that he saw me. I pushed my horse forward and found myself among the enemy.”

“And was the prince pleased with you?”

“He told me so, sir. He had me return to Paris with Monsieur de Chatillon, who had to deliver news to the queen and bring back the captured banners. ‘Go,’ he said, ‘the enemy won’t attack again for fifteen days, and I don’t need you until then. Go see those you love who love you, and please tell my sister De Longueville I am grateful she sent you to me.’ That’s why I came, sir,” Raoul finished, looking at the count with an honest smile, “because I thought you’d be happy to see me again.”

Athos drew the young man close and kissed his forehead, just as one might with a daughter.

“And now, Raoul,” he said, “you’ve had an excellent beginning; you have dukes as friends, a marshal of France for your godfather, and a prince of the blood as your commander. On your return, you’ve been welcomed by two queens. Not bad for a beginner.”

“Oh sir,” Raoul suddenly exclaimed, “I nearly forgot, I was so eager to talk of my adventures. With Her Majesty the Queen of England, there was a gentleman who, hearing your name, gasped with surprise and happiness. He said he was a friend of yours, asked for your address, and plans to visit you.”

“What is his name?”

“I didn’t dare to ask, sir; he spoke with elegance, but from his accent, I’d say he was English.”

“Ah!” Athos said, bowing his head as he tried to recall who it could be.

When he looked up again, he was surprised to see a man standing in the doorway, gazing at him warmly.

“Lord de Winter!” exclaimed the count.

“Athos, my friend!”

The two men embraced for a moment. Then Athos, studying his friend’s face and holding both his hands, asked, “What’s troubling you, my lord? You look as unhappy as I am content.”

“Indeed, my friend; I must admit, seeing you only deepens my distress.”

As De Winter looked around, Raoul realized the two friends wished for privacy, so he quietly left.

“Now we’re alone,” Athos said, “let’s talk about you.”

“Now that we’re alone, let’s talk about ourselves,” De Winter replied. “He is here.”

“Who?”

“Milady’s son.”

Athos, shaken by the mention of a name that haunted him, paused briefly. Then, with a slight frown but calm voice, he replied, “I know. Grimaud came upon him between Bethune and Arras and came to tell me.”

“Does Grimaud know him, then?”

“No, but he was present at the deathbed of someone who did.”

“The executioner of Bethune?” De Winter exclaimed.

“You know about that?” Athos said in surprise.

“He just left me,” De Winter replied, “after revealing all. Ah, my friend! What a terrible scene! Why didn’t we do away with the child as well as the mother?”

“What do you have to fear?” Athos asked, regaining his composure as reason overcame his first fear. “Aren’t we men accustomed to defending ourselves? Is this young man truly a hired killer—a cold-blooded murderer? He killed the executioner of Bethune in a rage, but surely his anger is spent now.”

De Winter sadly smiled and shook his head. “Don’t you know what his kind are like?” he said.

“Nonsense!” Athos replied, trying to smile in return. “It seems the cruelty has faded in the next generation. Besides, my friend, Providence has warned us, so we can remain cautious. All we can do now is wait. Let us wait; and as I said before, tell me about yourself. What brings you to Paris?”

“I have business here, which I’ll explain later. But what have I heard from Her Majesty the Queen of England? Monsieur d’Artagnan is siding with Mazarin! Please forgive my frankness, dear friend. I neither hate nor accuse the cardinal, and I always value your views. But do you belong to his party?”

“Monsieur d’Artagnan,” Athos replied, “serves the crown; he is a soldier and obeys those in authority. Monsieur d’Artagnan isn’t rich and lives on his lieutenant’s pay. Millionaires like you, my lord, are few in France.”

“Alas!” De Winter said, “I am as poor as he is now, if not poorer. But let’s get back to our subject.”

“Well, do you want to know if I serve Mazarin? No.”

“Please forgive my honesty, my lord.”

“I thank you, Count, for this good news! You’ve made me feel young and happy again. Ah! So, you’re not a Mazarinist? How splendid! Truly, I could never picture you serving him.”

“Excuse me, but are you available? Have you married?”

“Oh! Not at all,” Athos replied with a laugh.

“That young man, so handsome, so elegant, so refined—”

“Is a child I have adopted, who doesn’t even know who his father is.”

“Very well; you are still the same Athos—noble and generous. Are you still in touch with Monsieur Porthos and Monsieur Aramis?”

“Don’t forget Monsieur d’Artagnan, my lord. We four are still loyal friends; yet, when it comes to serving the cardinal or opposing him, whether Mazarinists or Frondists, we split into pairs.”

“Is Monsieur Aramis with D’Artagnan?” asked Lord de Winter.

“No,” Athos answered, “Monsieur Aramis shares my views.”

“Could you put me in touch with your clever and charming friend? Has he changed much?”

“He’s become an abbé, that’s all.”

“That worries me; his new profession might mean he’s abandoned his ambitions.”

“On the contrary,” Athos said with a smile, “he’s never been more of a musketeer since becoming an abbé, and you’ll find he’s a real soldier.”

“Could you arrange for him to meet me tomorrow morning at ten on the Pont du Louvre?”

“Oh, oh!” Athos said, smiling. “You have a duel planned.”

“Yes, Count, and a fine one too; a duel where I hope you’ll join me.”

“Where are we going, my lord?”

“To Her Majesty, the Queen of England, who’s asked me to introduce you.”

“That’s a mystery,” Athos said, “but no matter; since you know the answer, I’ll ask no more. Will you do me the honor of dining with me?”

“Thank you, Count, but no,” De Winter replied. “I must confess the young man’s presence has taken away my appetite, and will likely rob me of sleep as well. What could have brought him to Paris? He didn’t come to see me, since he had no idea I was here.”

“This young man alarms me, my lord; he’s hot-tempered.”

“What is he doing in England?”

“He is one of Cromwell’s most devoted followers.”

“But what made him take that cause? His parents were Catholics, if I’m right?”

“His hatred for the king, who deprived him of his lands and forbade him the name De Winter.”

“And what does he call himself now?”

“Mordaunt.”

“A Puritan, yet traveling alone in France dressed as a monk?”

“Yes, exactly. By pure chance—God forgive me if I sound irreverent—he overheard the confession of the executioner from Bethune.”

“Now it all makes sense! He’s sent by Cromwell to Mazarin, and the queen was right to suspect him; we have been outmaneuvered. It’s all clear to me now. Farewell, Count, until tomorrow.”

“But the night is dark,” Athos said, noticing Lord de Winter seemed more worried than he wanted to reveal. “And you have no servant with you.”

“I have Tony, a loyal but simple lad.”

“Hey, Grimaud, Olivain, and Blaisois! Go get the viscount and take the musket with you.”

Blaisois was the tall, rustic youth we saw at the Chateau de Bragelonne, whom Athos nicknamed after his home province.

“Viscount,” Athos said to Raoul as he entered, “please see that my lord gets safely to his hotel and that no one approaches him.”

“Oh! Count,” De Winter replied, “who do you think I am?”

“A stranger new to Paris,” Athos answered, “and the viscount will guide you.”

De Winter shook Athos’s hand.

“Grimaud,” Athos instructed, “go ahead and keep an eye out for the monk.”

Grimaud shivered but nodded, ready to go, silently gripping his musket. Following Athos’s orders, he led the group, torch in one hand and musket in the other, right up to De Winter’s inn. There, he banged on the door, bowed to my lord, and left without a word. The return journey followed the same procedure, and Grimaud saw nothing suspicious, except a dark shadow lurking at the corner of Rue Guenegaud and the Quai. He thought he recognized the same watcher who had caught his attention before.

He moved forward, but before he could reach the spot, the shadow darted into an alley, which Grimaud wisely decided not to follow. The next morning, upon waking, the count found Raoul at his bedside. The young man was already dressed and absorbed in a new book by M. Chapelain.

“Up already, Raoul?” exclaimed the count.

“Yes, sir,” Raoul replied, a little hesitant, “I did not sleep well.”

“You, Raoul, not sleep well!

“Then you must have something on your mind!” said Athos. “You might think I’m eager to part with you so soon after your return, but—”

“Do you have only two days’ leave, Raoul?”

“On the contrary, sir, I have ten; and it isn’t the camp I want to visit.”

“Where, then?” Athos asked, smiling. “If it’s not a secret. You’re nearly a man now, having fought your first battle, and you may go wherever you like without consulting me.”

“Never, sir,” Raoul answered. “As long as I am lucky enough to have you as my guardian, I’ll never believe myself free of such priceless guidance. Still, I’d like to spend one day at Blois. I can see you’re about to laugh at me.”

“No, I’m not inclined to laugh,” Athos said, stifling a sigh. “You want to see Blois again; that’s natural.”

“So you allow me? You’re not angry with me?” Raoul cried joyfully.

“Of course; why should I regret something that makes you happy?”

“Oh! How kind you are,” exclaimed the young man, taking his guardian’s hand. “May I leave right away?”

“Whenever you wish, Raoul.”

“Sir,” Raoul said as he turned to leave, “there’s something I should consider: the Duchess of Chevreuse, who has been so kind to me and whom I must thank for my introduction to the prince.”

“You must absolutely pay your respects to her, Raoul. Try the Hotel de Luynes to see if the duchess can meet you. I’m glad to see you practicing society’s customs. You’ll need to take Grimaud and Olivain with you.”

“Both, sir?” Raoul asked, surprised.

“Yes, both.”

Raoul left, and hearing his cheerful voice calling Grimaud and Olivain, Athos sighed.

“It’s too soon for him to leave me,” he thought, “but he’s following the usual path. Nature made us this way; the young always look forward, not back. He certainly cares for her, but will he love me less as his affection for her grows?”

Athos admitted to himself that he wasn’t ready for this quick separation, but Raoul’s happiness soon calmed that thought. Everything was ready for departure by ten, and as Athos watched Raoul mount his horse, a groom from the Duchess de Chevreuse arrived to inform the Comte de la Fère that she had heard of her young protégé’s return and his behavior in battle, and wished to congratulate him.

“Please tell Her Grace,” Athos answered, “that the viscount has just ridden off toward the Hôtel de Luynes.”

With instructions for Grimaud repeated, Athos signaled Raoul permission to depart, reflecting that it might be better for Raoul to be away from Paris at that moment.




Chapter XLII: Another Queen in Need of Assistance

Athos had made sure to send a message to Aramis early on, entrusting his letter to Blaisois, the only servant he had left. Blaisois encountered Bazin, who was putting on his beadle’s gown, as he was needed that day at Notre Dame. Athos had instructed Blaisois to try to speak with Aramis directly. Blaisois, a tall and straightforward young man who understood only what he was explicitly told, asked for the Abbé d’Herblay. Despite Bazin’s assurances that his master was not at home, Blaisois insisted so persistently that he drove Bazin into a fit of anger.

Blaisois, seeing Bazin dressed in clerical attire, felt a bit unsettled by his denials and was determined to get past him at all costs. He believed that the man he was dealing with possessed the virtues of his position—namely, patience and Christian charity. However, Bazin, still a servant to a musketeer, became flustered, and when the blood rushed to his cheeks, he grabbed a broomstick and began to strike Blaisois, exclaiming, “You have insulted the church, my friend! You have insulted the church!”

At that moment, Aramis, disturbed by the commotion, cautiously opened the door to his room. Blaisois, casting a reproachful glance at the guardian, took out a letter from his pocket and presented it to Aramis. “From the Comte de la Fere,” Aramis noted. “Very well.” With that, he retreated back into his room without inquiring about the source of the noise.

Feeling dejected, Blaisois returned to the Hotel of the Grand Roi Charlemagne. When Athos asked if he had completed his task, Blaisois recounted his adventure.

“You foolish fellow!” Athos laughed. “And you didn’t tell him you came from me?”

“No, sir.”

At ten o’clock, Athos was waiting at the Pont du Louvre with his usual punctuality, and he was soon joined by Lord de Winter. After waiting for ten minutes, Lord de Winter began to worry that Aramis might not show up.

“Patience,” Athos said, his gaze fixed on the Rue du Bac. “Patience; I see an abbé scolding a man and then bowing to a woman; it must be Aramis.”

It was indeed Aramis. He had just encountered a young shopkeeper who was staring at the crows and accidentally splashed him. With a single punch, Aramis sent the man stumbling back ten paces. At that moment, one of his penitents passed by. She was young and beautiful, and Aramis tipped his cap to her with his most charming smile. As one might expect, a warm and affectionate greeting took place between him and Lord de Winter.

“Where are we headed?” Aramis asked. “Are we going to fight, perhaps? I don’t have a sword with me this morning and can’t go home to get one.”

“No,” replied Lord de Winter. “We’re going to visit Her Majesty, the Queen of England.”

“Oh, very well,” Aramis said. He then leaned closer to Athos and whispered, “What’s the purpose of this visit? I suspect it’s some information they need from us.”

“Could it be about that troublesome affair?” Aramis inquired. “If so, I’m not keen on going, as it would just mean enduring a lecture. Since I usually give those, I’d rather not receive one myself.”

“If that were the case,” Athos replied, “Lord de Winter wouldn’t be bringing us along; he’d be implicated too, as he was one of us.”

“You’re right. Let’s go, then.”

Upon arriving at the Louvre, Lord de Winter entered first; there was only one porter at the gate to greet them. In the daylight, the dilapidated state of the residence, which charity had begrudgingly provided for an unfortunate queen, was impossible to overlook by Athos, Aramis, or even the Englishman. They were met with large rooms stripped bare of furniture, walls that were mostly empty except for a few remnants of old gold moldings that had withstood the ravages of time and neglect, windows with broken panes that couldn’t be shut, and no carpets, guards, or servants. This was the scene that greeted Athos, who nudged his companion’s elbow to draw his attention.

“Mazarin has better accommodations,” Aramis remarked.

“Mazarin is nearly king,” Athos replied. “Madame Henrietta is almost no longer queen.”

“If you would just be a bit clever, Athos,” Aramis remarked, “I truly believe you would be wittier than poor Monsieur de Voiture.”

Athos smiled. The queen seemed to be anxiously awaiting their arrival, for at the first sound she heard in the hallway leading to her room, she came to the door to greet these courtiers in the corridors of Misfortune.

“Come in. You are welcome, gentlemen,” she said.

The gentlemen entered and stood for a moment, but at a gesture from the queen, they took their seats. Athos remained calm and serious, while Aramis was filled with rage; the sight of such royal suffering infuriated him, and his eyes scrutinized every new sign of distress that appeared.

“You are observing the luxury I enjoy,” said the queen, casting a sorrowful glance around her.

“Madame,” Aramis replied, “I must apologize, but I cannot hide my indignation at how a daughter of Henry IV is treated at the court of France.”

“Is Monsieur Aramis not an officer?” the queen asked Lord de Winter.

“That gentleman is the Abbé d’Herblay,” he replied.

Aramis felt a flush of embarrassment. “Madame,” he said, “it is true that I am an abbé, but I hold that title against my will. I never had a calling for the clergy; my cassock is fastened with just one button, and I am always ready to become a musketeer again. This morning, unaware that I would have the honor of seeing Your Majesty, I dressed in this attire. Nevertheless, you will find me a man devoted to your service, in whatever capacity you choose to employ me.”

“The Abbé d’Herblay,” De Winter continued, “is one of those brave musketeers who once served His Majesty King Louis XIII., of whom I have spoken to you, madame.” He then turned to Athos and added, “And this gentleman is the noble Comte de la Fere, whose esteemed reputation is well known to Your Majesty.”

“Gentlemen,” said the queen, “a few years ago, I had ushers, treasures, and armies at my command; with just a gesture, they would spring into action for me. Today, look around you. You may be surprised to find that, in pursuit of a plan that is dearer to me than life itself, I have only Lord de Winter, my friend of twenty years, and you, gentlemen, whom I see for the first time and know only as my fellow countrymen.”

“That is enough,” said Athos, bowing deeply. “If the lives of three men can secure yours, madame.”

“I thank you, gentlemen. But listen to me,” she continued. “I am




Chapter XLIII: In Which It Is Proved That First Impulses Are Often the Best

The three gentlemen set out for Picardy, a route well-known to them that brought back to Athos and Aramis some of the most memorable adventures of their youth.

“If Mousqueton were here with us,” Athos remarked as they reached the spot where they had quarreled with the paviers, “he would surely tremble at the thought of passing this place! Do you remember, Aramis, that it was here he received that infamous bullet wound?”

“By my faith, it would be understandable for him to be afraid,” Aramis replied. “Even I feel a shiver at the memory; look, just above that tree is the very spot where I thought I was killed.”

It was soon time for Grimaud to reminisce. Arriving at the inn where he and his master had enjoyed a lavish meal, he approached Athos and pointed to the airhole of the cellar, exclaiming, “Sausages!”

Athos laughed, finding this youthful prank amusing as if it had happened to someone else.

After two days and a night of travel, they finally arrived in Boulogne in the evening, blessed with splendid weather. Boulogne was a stronghold at the time, nearly a deserted town built entirely on the heights; what is now known as the lower town did not yet exist.

“Gentlemen,” De Winter said as they reached the town gate, “let’s do as we did in Paris—let’s split up to avoid drawing attention.”

I know of a little-known inn where the host is completely devoted to me. I plan to go there, hoping to find some letters waiting for me. You should head to the first tavern in town, like L’Epee du Grand Henri, to refresh yourselves. In two hours, we’ll meet at the jetty where our boat is waiting.

With this plan settled, the two friends soon arrived at the tavern mentioned, about two hundred paces away. Their horses were fed but not unsaddled, as the grooms were having their supper—it was already late. Eager to return, the two masters arranged a meeting point with the grooms at the jetty and instructed them not to speak to anyone. It goes without saying that this warning was only necessary for Blaisois; it had long since ceased to matter for Grimaud.

Athos and Aramis made their way toward the port. Their dusty attire and the relaxed demeanor typical of seasoned travelers caught the attention of a few passersby. There was one person in particular whose reaction to their arrival was quite noticeable. This man, whom they had observed from the beginning for the same reason they had drawn attention from others, was walking aimlessly back and forth on the jetty. From the moment he spotted them, he couldn’t take his eyes off them and seemed eager to speak.

When Athos and Aramis reached the jetty, they paused to examine a small boat tied to a post, fully rigged and seemingly ready to depart.

“That must be our boat,” Athos said.

“Yes,” Aramis replied, “and the sloop out there preparing to sail is likely the one that will take us to our destination. Now,” he added, “let’s hope De Winter doesn’t keep us waiting.”

“It’s not at all entertaining here; there isn’t a single woman passing by.”

“Quiet!” Athos said. “We’re being overheard.”

In fact, the man who had been walking behind them, passing back and forth several times during their conversation, stopped when he heard the name De Winter. However, his expression revealed no reaction to the mention of this name, so it could have been mere coincidence that he stood still.

“Gentlemen,” said the young man, who was pale and composed, bowing politely, “forgive my curiosity, but I see you’ve come from Paris, or at least that you are strangers in Boulogne.”

“Yes, we come from Paris,” Athos replied with equal courtesy. “What can we do for you?”

“Sir,” the young man continued, “could you please tell me if it’s true that Cardinal Mazarin is no longer the minister?”

“That’s an unusual question,” Aramis remarked.

“He is and he isn’t,” Athos answered. “To clarify, he has been dismissed by half of France, yet through intrigue and promises, he manages to keep the other half supporting him. You can see that this situation could persist for quite a while.”

“However, sir,” the stranger said, “he has neither fled nor is he imprisoned?”

“No, sir, not at this moment at least.”

“Gentlemen, thank you for your politeness,” the young man said as he stepped back.

“What do you think of that interrogator?” Aramis asked.

“I think he’s either a dull provincial or a spy looking for information.”

“And you responded to him with that assumption?”

“There was nothing to suggest I should respond differently; he was polite to me, and I returned the courtesy.”

“But if he is a spy—”

“What do you think a spy would be doing here? We’re not living in the time of Cardinal Richelieu, who would have closed the ports on mere suspicion.”

“It doesn’t matter; you were wrong to respond to him as you did,” Aramis insisted, watching the young man as he disappeared behind the cliffs.

“And you,” Athos said, “you forget that you made a serious mistake by mentioning Lord de Winter’s name. Did you not notice how the young man paused at the sound of it?”

“That’s even more reason for you to send him on his way when he spoke to you,” replied Aramis.

“A quarrel?” Athos asked. “Since when have you become afraid of a quarrel?”

“I’m always wary of a quarrel when I have somewhere to be, especially if that quarrel might prevent me from getting there. Besides, I must confess something to you. I’m eager to see that young man up close.”

“And why is that?”

“Aramis, you’re going to laugh at me. You’ll say I’m always repeating myself, that I’m the most timid of dreamers; but tell me, who do you think that young man resembles?”

“In terms of beauty or, on the contrary, in ugliness?” Aramis asked with a chuckle.

“In ugliness, to the extent that a man can resemble a woman.”

“Ah!”

“Good heavens!” exclaimed Aramis. “You’ve got me thinking. No, truly, you’re not just imagining things, my dear friend. Now that I consider it—you—yes, indeed, you’re right—those delicate yet resolute lips, those eyes that seem always under the control of the mind and never of the heart! Yes, it must be one of Milady’s illegitimate children!”

“You’re laughing, Aramis.”

“Only out of habit, that’s all. I assure you, I would prefer not to cross paths with that viper any more than you would.”

“Ah! Here comes De Winter,” said Athos. “Good!”

“There’s just one thing we’re waiting for: our grooms shouldn’t keep us waiting any longer.”

“No,” Athos replied. “I can see them about twenty paces behind my lord. I recognize Grimaud by his long legs and determined slouch. Tony is carrying our muskets.”

“Then we set sail tonight?” Aramis asked, glancing toward the west, where the sun had left a single golden cloud that seemed to be slowly fading into the ocean.

“Probably,” Athos said.

“Diable!” Aramis exclaimed. “I have little taste for the sea during the day, and even less at night. The sounds of the wind and waves, the terrifying movements of the ship—I must admit, I prefer the convent of Noisy.”

Athos smiled sadly, as it was clear he was lost in thought, listening to his friend while moving toward De Winter.

“What’s wrong with our friend?” Aramis asked. “He looks like one of Dante’s damned souls, with his neck twisted by Apollyon, always staring at his heels. What on earth has him scowling like that?”

When De Winter noticed them, he approached with surprising speed.

“What’s the matter, my lord?” Athos asked. “Why do you look so out of breath?”

“Nothing,” De Winter replied. “Nothing at all; but as I passed the heights, it seemed to me—” He turned around again. Athos exchanged a glance with Aramis.

“But let’s go,” De Winter urged. “We should be on our way; the boat must be waiting for us, and there’s our sloop at anchor—do you see it? I wish I were already on board,” he added, glancing back once more.

“He has seen him,” Athos said quietly to Aramis. They had arrived at the ladder leading down to the boat. De Winter instructed the grooms carrying the weapons and the porters with the luggage to descend first and was about to follow them. At that moment, Athos noticed a man walking along the shoreline, parallel to the jetty, quickening his pace as if trying to reach the other side of the port, just twenty steps away from where they were embarking. In the dim light, he thought he recognized the young man who had questioned him earlier. Athos then descended the ladder himself, keeping the young man in sight.

To take a shortcut, the young man had appeared on a sluice.

“He certainly doesn’t mean us any good,” said Athos. “But let’s set off; once we’re out at sea, he can come if he wants.”

With that, Athos jumped into the boat, which was quickly pushed off and soon sped away from the shore, powered by four strong rowers. However, the young man had started to follow them, or rather, he was moving ahead of the boat. They had to navigate between the tip of the jetty, topped by a beacon that had just been lit, and a protruding rock. They saw him in the distance climbing the rock to get a better view of the boat as it passed.

“But,” Aramis remarked, “that young man is definitely a spy.”

“Which young man?” De Winter asked, turning around.

“He who followed us and spoke to us is waiting for us there; look!”

De Winter turned to follow the direction of Aramis’s finger. The beacon illuminated the narrow strait they were about to cross and the rock where the young man stood, bareheaded and with his arms crossed.

“It’s him!” exclaimed De Winter, grabbing Athos’s arm. “I thought I recognized him, and I was right.”

“Who are you talking about?” asked Aramis.

“Milady’s son,” Athos replied.

“The monk!” Grimaud exclaimed.

The young man heard these words and leaned so far over the rock that one might have thought he was about to throw himself off.

“Yes, it’s me, Uncle—I, the son of Milady—I, the monk—I, the secretary and friend of Cromwell—I recognize you now, both you and your companions.”

In that boat sat three men, undeniably brave, whose courage no one would dare question. Yet, at the sound of that voice, that accent, and those gestures, they felt a chilling wave of terror grip their veins. As for Grimaud, his hair stood on end, and beads of sweat trickled down his brow.

“Ah!” exclaimed Aramis, “that is the nephew, the monk, and the son of Milady, just as he claims.”

“Alas, yes,” murmured De Winter.

“Then wait,” said Aramis.

With the calmness he often displayed in critical moments, he took one of the muskets from Tony, shouldered it, and aimed it at the young man, who stood like an accusing angel on the rock.

“Fire!” cried Grimaud, without thinking.

Athos threw himself in front of the gun, stopping the shot that was about to be fired.

“Damn you,” said Aramis. “I had him perfectly lined up; I could have put a bullet in his chest.”

“It’s enough to have killed the mother,” Athos replied hoarsely. “She was a wretch who attacked us and those we care about.”

“Yes, but the son has done us no harm.”

Grimaud, who had stood up to see the outcome of the shot, sank back in despair, wringing his hands. The young man burst into laughter.

“Ah, it’s definitely you!” he exclaimed. “I know you even better now.”

His mocking laughter and threatening words floated above them, carried by the breeze until they faded into the distance.

Aramis shuddered.

“Stay calm,” Athos urged. “For Heaven’s sake! Have we lost our humanity?”

“No,” Aramis replied, “but that man is a fiend. Ask the uncle if I was wrong to free him from his dear nephew.”

De Winter responded only with a groan.

“It was all over for him,” Aramis continued. “I fear that despite your wisdom, such mercy may prove to be a grave mistake.”

Athos took Lord de Winter’s hand and attempted to change the subject.

“When shall we arrive in England?” he asked, but De Winter seemed not to hear and offered no response.

“Wait, Athos,” said Aramis, “there may still be time. Check to see if he’s in the same spot.”

Athos turned slowly, clearly pained by the sight of the young man. Indeed, he remained on the rock, the beacon casting a faint, uncertain glow around him.

“I think I was wrong not to let you fire, Aramis,” Athos admitted.

“Don’t say that,” Aramis replied. “You would make me weep, if that were possible.”

At that moment, they were called by a voice from the sloop, and a few seconds later, men, servants, and luggage were all aboard. The captain was only waiting for his passengers; hardly had they stepped onto the deck when the ship’s head was turned toward Hastings, their destination. In that instant, the three friends couldn’t help but cast one last look at the rock, at the threatening figure that still loomed clearly before them. Then, once more, a voice reached them, delivering a chilling threat:

“Until we meet again in England, gentlemen.”




Chapter XLIV: Te Deum for the Victory of Lens

The commotion that Henrietta Maria had noticed, and for which she had unsuccessfully sought an explanation, was caused by the battle of Lens. This was announced by the prince’s messenger, the Duc de Chatillon, who had played a noble role in the engagement. He was also tasked with hanging twenty-five flags, captured from the Lorraine faction and the Spaniards, on the arches of Notre Dame.

This news was significant; it shifted the balance in favor of the court, undermining the conflict that had begun with parliament. The justification given for the sudden imposition of taxes, which parliament had opposed, was the need to uphold the honor of France and the uncertain hope of defeating the enemy. Since the events at Nordlingen, the court had faced nothing but setbacks; parliament had grounds to hold Mazarin accountable for the promised victories that never materialized. However, this time there had indeed been fighting, resulting in a clear triumph.

Everyone recognized this as a dual victory for the court—both at home and abroad. When the young king heard the news, he exclaimed, “Ah, gentlemen of the parliament, we shall see what you have to say now!” At this, the queen embraced her royal child, whose proud and rebellious sentiments resonated perfectly with her own.

A council was convened that evening, but nothing was accomplished regarding the decisions made. It was only announced that the following Sunday, a Te Deum would be sung at Notre Dame to celebrate the victory at Lens. When Sunday arrived, the people of Paris awoke with joy; at that time, a Te Deum was a significant event. Such ceremonies were rare and impactful. The streets were empty, and houses were shuttered; everyone wanted to witness the young king alongside his mother and the infamous Cardinal Mazarin, whom they despised so much that no one wanted to miss his presence.

Moreover




Chapter XLV: The Beggar of St. Eustache

D’Artagnan had decided not to go straight to the Palais Royal, thinking this would allow Comminges enough time to get there before him. This way, Comminges could inform the cardinal about the important contributions that D’Artagnan and his friend had made to the queen’s cause earlier that day. They were warmly welcomed by Mazarin, who showered them with compliments and hinted they were well on their way to their rewards: D’Artagnan’s captaincy and Porthos’s barony.

D’Artagnan would have preferred cash in hand over all the grand promises, since he knew that while Mazarin was quick to make commitments, he rarely kept them. However, despite doubting the cardinal’s promises, he pretended to be completely satisfied, not wanting to discourage Porthos.

While the two friends were with the cardinal, the queen sent for him. Mazarin assumed that if he could secure the queen’s personal thanks for his two defenders, it would inspire their enthusiasm. He gestured for them to follow him. D’Artagnan and Porthos hesitated, pointing at their dusty and torn clothing, but the cardinal shook his head. “Those outfits,” he said, “are worth more than many the queen’s courtiers wear; they are battle attire.”

D’Artagnan and Porthos complied.

The court of Anne of Austria was lively and animated; having just celebrated a victory over the Spaniards, it had now triumphed over the people too. Broussel had been removed from Paris without any more resistance and was now imprisoned in Saint Germain. Blancmesnil, who had also been arrested but with less commotion, was securely held in the Castle of Vincennes. Comminges stood near the queen, who was asking him about the details of his mission, and everyone was listening closely to his story when D’Artagnan and Porthos appeared at the door behind the cardinal.

“Ah, madame,” Comminges exclaimed, rushing to D’Artagnan, “here is someone who can tell you more than I can, for he was my protector. Without him, I would probably be a corpse in the nets at Saint Cloud, as they were about to throw me in the river. Speak, D’Artagnan, speak!”

D’Artagnan had been in the queen’s presence many times since becoming lieutenant of the musketeers, but her majesty had never once spoken to him.

“Well, sir,” Anne of Austria finally said, “you stay silent after performing such a service?”

“Madame,” D’Artagnan replied, “I have nothing to say except that my life is always at your majesty’s service, and I will only be truly happy the day I sacrifice it for you.”

“I know that, sir; I have known it for a long time,” the queen said. “That’s why I am glad to publicly express my gratitude and esteem.”

“May I, madame,” D’Artagnan interjected, “ask that a share of this honor be given to my friend? Like myself,” (he stressed the words) “he is an old musketeer from Tréville’s company, and he has performed remarkable deeds.”

“What is his name?” the queen asked.

“In the regiment,” D’Artagnan answered, “he is known as Porthos” (the queen flinched), “but his true name is the Chevalier du Vallon.”

“De Bracieux de Pierrefonds,” Porthos added.

“There are too many names for me to remember, so I’ll stick with the first,” the queen said graciously. Porthos bowed in acknowledgment.

At that moment, the coadjutor was announced, and a gasp of surprise swept through the royal gathering. Although he had preached that very morning, it was well known that he leaned heavily toward the Fronde. Mazarin, in asking the Archbishop of Paris to have his nephew preach, had clearly intended to deliver one of those Italian tricks that he so enjoyed playing against Monsieur de Retz.

As he left Notre Dame, the coadjutor heard about the day’s events. Although he was nearly aligned with the leaders of the Fronde, he had not fully committed himself, leaving open the chance to retreat if the court offered him the benefits he desired—benefits for which the coadjutorship was only a step. Monsieur de Retz aspired to replace his uncle as archbishop and eventually become a cardinal, like Mazarin. However, the popular party could hardly give him favors that were so evidently royal.

With this in mind, he hurried to the palace to congratulate the queen on the victory at the Battle of Lens, ready to align himself with or against the court depending on how his congratulations were received. The coadjutor possessed perhaps as much wit as all those at court who wanted to mock him. His remarks were so cleverly phrased that, although the courtiers wanted to laugh, they struggled to find a reason.

He finished by declaring that he offered his limited influence at Her Majesty’s service. Throughout his speech, the queen seemed pleased with the coadjutor’s remarks, but, as he ended with a line that could easily be mocked, Anne turned to her favorites with a look that handed the coadjutor over to their jests. Instantly, the wits of the court sprang into action. Nogent-Beautin, the court jester, joked that “the queen was lucky to have the support of religion at such a time.” Laughter broke out. The Count de Villeroy commented, “I can’t see how anyone could be afraid for a moment, since the court now had the coadjutor himself to defend it against parliament and the citizens of Paris, and that he could, with a signal, summon an army of curates, church porters, and vergers.”

The Marechal de la Meilleraie added that if the coadjutor were to appear on the battlefield, it would be a shame if he didn’t stand out by wearing a red hat, just as Henry IV had been known for his white plume at the battle of Ivry.

During this storm of wit, Gondy, who could have made things unpleasant for the jokesters, stayed calm and serious. Finally, the queen asked if he had anything to add to his eloquent speech.

“Yes, madame,” replied the coadjutor. “I urge you to think carefully before starting a civil war in the kingdom.”

The queen turned away, and the laughter started again. The coadjutor bowed and left the palace, giving the cardinal a look only mortal enemies could truly understand. That look was so intense it struck at Mazarin’s heart. Reading it as a declaration of war, he grabbed D’Artagnan by the arm and said:

“If the time comes, monsieur, you will remember that man who just left, won’t you?”

“Yes, my lord,” D’Artagnan replied. Then, turning to Porthos, he added, “This doesn’t look good.”

“I don’t like these quarrels among churchmen.”

Gondy withdrew, blessing people as he went, and took a certain pleasure in seeing his enemies’ supporters bow before him. “Oh!” he murmured as he left the palace, “ungrateful court! Faithless court! Cowardly court! Tomorrow, I’ll teach you to laugh—but differently.”

While the court was indulging in extravagant celebration at the Palais Royal to entertain the queen, Mazarin—a prudent man whose fears sharpened his insight—did not waste time with foolish jokes. He followed the coadjutor, settled his accounts, secured his gold, and had trusted men install hiding places within his walls.

Upon returning home, the coadjutor learned that a young man had arrived after he left and was waiting for him. He felt a surge of pleasure when he found this young man was Louvieres.

He hurried to his office. Broussel’s son was there, still angry and still showing the bloody wounds from his encounter with the king’s officers. His only precaution coming to the archbishopric had been to leave his arquebuse with a friend. The coadjutor greeted him and extended his hand. The young man looked at him as though trying to read his heart.

“My dear Monsieur Louvieres,” said the coadjutor, “believe me, I am truly concerned about your family’s misfortune.”

“Is that true? Are you sincere?” Louvieres asked.

“From the bottom of my heart,” Gondy said.

“In that case, my lord, the time for words is gone. The time for action is here. If you wish it, my father will be out of prison in three days, and in six months, you could be a cardinal.”

The coadjutor was surprised.

“Let’s speak plainly,” Louvieres continued, “and act honestly. Thirty thousand crowns in donations isn’t given, as you have done for six months, out of pure Christian charity; that would be too noble. You are ambitious—that’s normal. You are a man of talent who knows your own value.”

As for me, I despise the court and, at this moment, have only one wish—revenge. Give us the clergy and the people you can muster, and I will gather the citizens and parliament; with those four forces, Paris will be ours in a week. Trust me, Monsieur Coadjutor, the court will surrender out of fear what it won’t give out of goodwill.”

Now it was the coadjutor’s turn to fix his sharp gaze on Louvieres.

“But, Monsieur Louvieres, do you realize you’re proposing nothing short of civil war?”

“You have been preparing for it long enough, my lord, that it should not surprise you now.”

“Still,” said the coadjutor, “you must understand it needs careful thought.”

“How many hours do you need?”

“Twelve hours, sir; is that too long?”

“It is noon now; I will be at your house by midnight.”

“If I’m not there, please wait for me.”

“Very well! At midnight, my lord.”

“At midnight, my dear Monsieur Louvieres.”

Once alone, Gondy summoned all the curates he was connected with to his house. Two hours later, thirty clergy from the most populous—and therefore most agitated—parishes of Paris had gathered. Gondy shared the insults he had received at the Palais Royal and recounted the jokes of Beautin, the Count de Villeroy, and Marechal de la Meilleraie.

The curates asked him what they should do. “Simply this,” replied the coadjutor. “You are the guides of all consciences. Break down the harmful prejudice of respect and fear toward royalty; teach your flocks that the queen is a tyrant. Repeat it often and loudly, so everyone hears it—that France’s misfortunes are because of Mazarin, her lover and her ruin. Begin this work immediately, and in three days I want to see the results. If any of you have better suggestions, I am ready to listen.”

Three curates stayed behind—the ones from St. Merri, St. Sulpice, and St. Eustache—while the rest stepped back.

“So, you think you can help me even more than your brothers?” Gondy asked.

“We believe so,” the curates answered. “Please, go on.”

“Monsieur de St. Merri, please begin,” said the coadjutor.

“My lord, I have a man in my parish who could be very useful to you.”

“Who is this man, and what does he do?”

“He is a shopkeeper on Rue des Lombards and is highly respected in his trade.”

“What is his name?”

“His name is Planchet. He was involved in a riot about six weeks ago, but after that, he disappeared.”

“Can you find him?”

“I think so. I don’t believe he has been arrested. Since I’m his wife’s confessor, if she knows, I’ll know too.”

“Very well. Find this man and, when you do, bring him to me.”

“We will be with you by six o’clock, my lord.”

“Go, dear curate, and God help you!”

Turning to the curate of St. Sulpice, Gondy asked, “And you, sir?”

“I, my lord,” the curate replied, “know a man who has helped a very popular prince and could lead a revolt. I can bring him to you; it is Count de Rochefort.”

“I know him, too, but unfortunately, he isn’t in Paris.”

“My lord, he has been at Rue Cassette for three days.”

“Why hasn’t he seen me?”

“He was told—if I may—”

“Go on.”

“That your lordship was about to negotiate with the court.”

Gondy bit his lips in frustration.

“They are wrong; bring him here at eight o’clock, sir, and may Heaven bless you as I bless you!”

“Now, your turn,” said the coadjutor, to the last remaining curate. “Do you have anything to offer that’s as good as what the others presented?”

“Better, my lord.”

“Indeed! Consider the seriousness of your offer. One gave me a prosperous shopkeeper, the other a count; are you going to offer me a prince?”

“I offer you a beggar, my lord.”

“Ah! I see,” said Gondy, thinking. “You mean someone who could rally the crowds of paupers in Paris; someone who could cry out to all, so all of France hears, that Mazarin is the cause of their misery.”

“Exactly your man.”

“Well done! And where is this man?”

“He is truly just a beggar, as I said, who asks for alms as if he were giving holy water; he has kept this spot for six years on the steps of St. Eustache.”

“And you say he has great influence with his kind?”

“Do you know, my lord, that mendicancy is an organized community, a kind of association of the poor against the rich; a group where the rewards are shared and a leader elected?”

“Yes, I’ve heard so before,” replied the coadjutor.

“Well, the man I’m offering you is their chief syndic.”

“And what do you know about him?”

“Nothing, my lord, except that he is tormented by guilt.”

“How do you know that?”

“On the twenty-eighth of every month, he has me say a mass for the soul of someone who died violently; just yesterday, I said it again.”

“And his name?”

“Maillard; but I don’t think it’s his real name.”

“Do you think he’ll be at his usual place at this hour?”

“Certainly.”

“Let us go see your beggar then, and if he’s as you describe, you are right—you have found the true treasure.”

Gondy dressed as an officer, put on a felt cap with a red feather, fastened a long sword, buckled on spurs, wrapped himself in a large cloak, and followed the curate.

The coadjutor and his companion made their way through the streets between the archbishopric and St. Eustache Church, closely observing the public mood. The crowd was restless, like a swarm of frightened bees, not knowing where to direct their energy. It was clear that, without strong leadership, this unrest would fade into mere noise.

When they reached Rue des Prouvaires, the curate pointed to the square in front of the church. “Stop!” he said. “There he is at his post.”

Gondy looked where he pointed and saw a beggar sitting in a chair, leaning against the molding. A small basin stood by and he held a holy water brush in his hand.

“Is he allowed to stay there?” Gondy asked.

“No, my lord; these positions are bought. I think this man paid his predecessor a hundred pistoles for his.”

“So, he’s quite well off then?”

“Some of these men die with fortunes of twenty to thirty thousand francs, or more.”

“Hmm,” Gondy chuckled, “I didn’t know my charity was such a wise investment.”

As they walked toward the square, the moment the coadjutor and curate stepped onto the church steps, the beggar stood and offered his brush. He was a man between sixty-six and sixty-eight, short and somewhat stout, with gray hair and clear eyes. His face reflected a struggle between two forces—a wicked nature checked, perhaps, by determination or even guilt. He startled at the sight of the well-dressed man with the curate. The curate and the coadjutor touched the brush and made the sign of the cross. The coadjutor then dropped a coin into the hat on the ground.

“Maillard,” said the curate, “this gentleman and I have come to speak with you for a moment.”

“With me?” replied the beggar. “It’s quite an honor for a humble dispenser of holy water.”

There was an ironic tone to his words that he couldn’t fully hide, which surprised the coadjutor.

“Yes,” the curate continued, undisturbed by the tone, “we’d like to hear your thoughts on today’s events and what you’ve heard from churchgoers.”

The beggar shook his head. “These are troubled times, your reverence, and they always fall hardest on the poor. As for what people say, everyone is unhappy and complaining, but ‘everyone’ really means ‘nobody.’”

“Explain yourself, my friend,” said the coadjutor.

“I mean that these shouts, these complaints, and curses add up to nothing but noise and rage; the lightning will never strike unless there’s a hand to direct it.”

“My friend,” Gondy said, “you seem clever and insightful. Would you join a little civil war, if it came, and use your personal influence and the respect you command among your peers to help lead, if we found a leader?”

“Yes, sir, provided the war is blessed by the church and serves the purpose I want—I mean, forgiveness for my sins.”

“The church will not only approve the war but direct it. As for forgiveness, we have the archbishop of Paris, who is influential in Rome, and even the coadjutor himself, who can grant plenary indulgences; we will recommend you to him.”

“Remember, Maillard,” the curate said, “that I have vouched for you to this gentleman, who is a powerful lord, and I have taken responsibility for you.”

“I know, monsieur le curé,” the beggar replied, “you have always been very good to me, and I will serve you in turn.”

“Do you think your influence with the brotherhood is as strong as the curate believes?”

“I think they respect me,” the beggar said proudly, “and will not only obey, but follow me wherever I go.”

“Could you count on fifty determined men—good but idle souls—who would bring down the walls of the Palais Royal by shouting, ‘Down with Mazarin,’ like those at Jericho?”

“I think,” the beggar replied, “I can do things even more difficult and important than that.”

“So you could, one night, set up ten barricades?” Gondy asked.

“I can set up fifty, and when the time comes, I will defend them.”

“By my faith!” Gondy exclaimed, “you speak with a confidence I like; and since the curate vouches for you—”

“I vouch for him,” said the curate.

“Here is a bag of five hundred pistoles in gold. Make your arrangements and let me know where I can find you tonight at ten o’clock.”

“It should be somewhere high, where a signal can be seen from anywhere in Paris.”

“Shall I write a note for the vicar of St. Jacques de la Boucherie? He will give you access to the rooms in his tower,” suggested the curate.

“Perfect,” said the beggar. “Then, tonight at ten o’clock—and if I am pleased with you, another bag of five hundred pistoles will be yours.”

The beggar’s eyes glittered greedily, but he quickly covered his excitement.

“Tonight, sir,” he said, “everything will be ready.”




Chapter XLVI: The Tower of St. Jacques de la Boucherie

At a quarter to six, Monsieur de Gondy finished his business and returned to the archbishop’s palace. At six, the curate of St. Merri was announced. The coadjutor glanced back quickly and noticed he was being followed by another man.

The curate entered, followed by Planchet. “Your Holiness,” said the curate, “here is the man I mentioned to you.”

Planchet greeted them with the poise of someone familiar with high society. “Are you willing to support the people’s cause?” Gondy asked. “Absolutely,” replied Planchet. “I am a Frondist at heart. You see before you someone who has been condemned to be hanged.”

“And for what reason?”

“I saved a noble lord from Mazarin’s police, who were taking him back to the Bastille after being imprisoned there for five years.”

“Can you tell me his name?”

“Oh, you know him well, my lord—it’s Count de Rochefort.”

“Ah!”

“Indeed, yes,” said the coadjutor, “I’ve heard about this. I was told you rallied the whole district!”

“Very nearly,” replied Planchet, with some pride.

“And your profession is—?”

“A confectioner on Rue des Lombards.”

“Tell me, how does someone in such a peaceful profession have such military tendencies?”

“Why does my lord, a clergyman, receive me dressed as an officer, complete with sword and spurs?”

“Not a bad comeback, I must say,” Gondy laughed. “But you should know, despite my clerical robes, I’ve always liked war.”

“Well, my lord, before becoming a confectioner, I served three years as a sergeant in the Piedmontese regiment, and before that, I was Monsieur d’Artagnan’s servant for eighteen months.”

“The lieutenant of the musketeers?” asked Gondy.

“Yes, my lord.”

“But he’s known to be a strong Mazarin supporter.”

“Phew!” Planchet whistled. “What do you mean by that?”

“Nothing, my lord; Monsieur d’Artagnan is in his duty. He’s tasked with defending the cardinal, who pays him, just as we citizens are tasked with opposing




Chapter XLVII: The Riot

It was around eleven o’clock at night. Gondy had not walked more than a hundred steps when he noticed the dramatic change that had come over the streets of Paris. The whole city seemed filled with strange figures—silent shadows tearing up the streets, others dragging and overturning heavy wagons, and some even digging trenches wide enough to swallow whole regiments of horsemen. These restless figures moved about like demons working on a mysterious task; they were beggars from the Court of Miracles—the helpers of the holy water seller at the square of Saint Eustache—preparing the barricades for the next day.

Gondy watched these dark deeds and the nighttime laborers with a kind of fear. He wondered if, after calling these foul creatures out of their hiding places, he would ever be able to send them back. He almost felt compelled to cross himself whenever one of these figures came near.

As he went up Rue Saint-Honoré toward Rue de la Ferronnerie, the atmosphere changed. Here, it was tradesmen hurrying from shop to shop. Though the doors and shutters looked closed, they were just pushed together so the men, wary of being seen with their burdens, could slip in quickly and shut the doors again. These were shopkeepers, supplying weapons to those who needed them. One man, heavy with swords, muskets, and other arms, moved quickly from door to door, making deliveries as fast as he could. In the lantern light, the coadjutor recognized Planchet.

The coadjutor continued to the quay along Rue de la Monnaie, where he saw groups of bourgeois dressed in black or gray cloaks, depending on whether they were upper or lower bourgeoisie. They stood still while individuals moved between the groups. The cloaks, whether gray or black, were lifted at the back by a sword or at the front by a musket or arquebus. At Pont Neuf, the coadjutor found it was heavily guarded and a man approached him.

“Who are you?” the man asked. “I don’t recognize you as one of us.”

“Perhaps it’s just because you don’t know your friends, my dear Monsieur Louvieres,” replied the coadjutor, tipping his hat.

Louvieres recognized him and bowed. Gondy moved on to the Tour de Nesle. There, he saw a long line of people moving silently along the wall. They looked like a procession of ghosts, all wrapped in white cloaks. When they reached a certain spot, each man seemed to disappear as if the ground had opened under them. Gondy, pressed in a corner, watched them vanish, from the first to the next-to-last.

The last man looked up, probably making sure that neither he nor his men were being watched. Even in the darkness, he spotted Gondy. He came up and held a pistol to Gondy’s throat.

“Hello! Monsieur de Rochefort,” Gondy said with a laugh. “Are you really a boy playing with firearms?”

Rochefort recognized the voice. “Ah, it’s you, my lord!” he said. “The very same.”

“What people are you taking down into the earth?”

“My fifty recruits from the Chevalier d’Humieres, who are joining the light cavalry. So far, they’ve only been given their white cloaks as gear.”

“And where are you going?”

“To a friend’s house—a sculptor. We’re using the trapdoor he uses for lowering his marble.”

“Very well,” said Gondy, shaking Rochefort’s hand. Rochefort then went down and closed the trapdoor after him.

It was now one o’clock in the morning, and the coadjutor returned home. He opened a window and leaned out to listen. A strange, indescribable, otherworldly noise seemed to fill the city; it was as if something strange and terrifying was happening in the dark streets, now as shadowy as the ocean’s deepest waters. Occasionally, a dull roar echoed, like a sudden storm or breaking wave; yet nothing was clear or understandable. It was like those mysterious underground sounds that come before an earthquake. The turmoil of revolt continued throughout the night.

The next morning, Paris seemed shocked by its own state when it woke up. It looked like a besieged city. Armed men with muskets guarded the barricades with intimidating faces. Commands shouted, patrols ran, arrests and even executions happened everywhere. Anyone in a plumed hat and gold-handled sword was stopped and forced to shout “Long live Broussel!” and “Down with Mazarin!” Anyone who refused to join in was mocked, spat on, or even beaten. They weren’t killing yet, but the urge to do so was obvious. The barricades now reached all the way to the Palais Royal.

From Rue de Bons Enfants to Rue de Ferronnerie, Rue Saint Thomas-du-Louvre to Pont Neuf, and Rue Richelieu to Porte Saint-Honoré, more than ten thousand armed men were present. Those in front shouted defiance at the unflinching sentinels of the guard regiment at the Palais Royal, where the gates were locked behind them—a precaution that put them in a risky position. Among the crowds were groups of pale, haggard men, from one hundred to two hundred strong, dressed in rags and carrying a banner reading: “Behold the misery of the people!” Wherever these men went, frantic cries rang out, and the sheer number of groups made these shouts echo everywhere.

Mazarin and Anne of Austria were shocked to learn that the city, peaceful the night before, woke in open rebellion. They hardly believed the reports and insisted on seeing for themselves. When a window was opened and they saw the scene outside, they were convinced. Mazarin shrugged, acting as if he scorned the mob, but turned pale and hurried to his room, trembling. He locked away his gold and jewels and put on his finest diamonds. Meanwhile the queen, furious and left alone, summoned the Marechal de la Meilleraie and ordered him to take as many men as he wanted to find out what was going on.

The marshal was usually bold and rarely hesitated at anything. He deeply despised the common people, as many officers did. He gathered a hundred and fifty men and tried to cross at the Pont du Louvre, but there he met Rochefort and his fifty horsemen, plus more than five hundred men. The marshal chose not to try to break through there and retreated along the quay. But at the Pont Neuf, he came up against Louvieres and his crowd of bourgeois. This time, the marshal charged forward, only to be met by gunfire and stones thrown from the windows like a hailstorm. He left that fight with only three men.

He pulled back toward the market, only to meet Planchet and his halberdiers, brandishing their weapons. He tried to ride over the gray cloaks, but they held their ground, forcing the marshal to retreat to Rue Saint-Honoré, leaving four of his guards dead behind.

As the marshal entered Rue Saint-Honoré, he faced barricades put up by the beggars of Saint Eustache, defended by armed men, women, and even children. Master Friquet, with a pistol and sword given to him by Louvières, had gathered a band of mischief-makers, making a wild racket. The marshal saw this barrier as weaker than the others and decided to try breaking through it.

He sent twenty men to assault the barricade while he and the rest, mounted, stayed back to protect them. The twenty charged but, from behind beams, wagon wheels, and the tops of piled stones, fierce fire rained down. At the same time, Planchet’s halberdiers appeared at the Cemetery of the Innocents corner, with Louvieres’s bourgeois at Rue de la Monnaie. The Marechal de la Meilleraie was caught in a crossfire, but he stood his ground bravely. He fired back, and people on both sides began to fall. The guards, better trained, did more damage, but the Bourgeois, being more numerous, overwhelmed them with showers of iron. Men dropped as if it were Rocroy or Lerida.

Fontrailles, his aide-de-camp, broke his arm; his horse was shot in the neck, making it almost uncontrollable in its pain. At that moment, even the bravest felt a chill run through them. Suddenly, from Rue de l’Arbre-Sec, the crowd split apart, shouting “Long live the coadjutor!” Gondy appeared, dressed in surplice and cloak, calmly moving through the gunfire, blessing those on both sides like he was leading a Corpus Christi procession. All fell to their knees. The marshal recognized him and rushed forward.

“Get me out of here, for Heaven’s sake!” he said. “Otherwise I’ll be killed here, along with all my men.”

The noise was so overwhelming in the chaos that even thunder would have gone unheard. Gondy raised his hand and called for silence. Instantly, all was quiet.

“My children,” he said, “this is Marechal de la Meilleraie, whose intentions you’ve been misinformed about. He promises that upon returning to the Louvre, he will ask the queen, on your behalf, to release Broussel. Will you do that, Marshal?” Gondy asked.

“Morbleu!” the marshal replied, “I certainly will! I never thought I’d get off so easily.”

“He gives you his word of honor,” Gondy said. The marshal raised his hand to confirm.

“Long live the coadjutor!” the crowd shouted. Some also cried, “Long live the marshal!” But soon all united in, “Down with Mazarin!”

The crowd split, the barricade was opened, and the marshal and the rest of his men retreated, led by Friquet and his little gang. Some beat drums, others imitated trumpets. It looked like a victory parade; but once the guards passed, the barricade was closed again. The marshal bit his fingers angrily.

Meanwhile, as mentioned, Mazarin was in his study organizing his valuables. He sent for D’Artagnan, but with such unrest, barely expected to see him, as D’Artagnan was not on duty.

Ten minutes later, D’Artagnan appeared at the door, with his lifelong friend Porthos.

“Ah, come in, come in, Monsieur D’Artagnan!” exclaimed the cardinal. “And welcome too to your friend. But what is happening in this cursed Paris?”

“What’s happening, my lord? Nothing good,” D’Artagnan replied, shaking his head. “The city is in open revolt. Just now, as I crossed Rue Montorgueil with Monsieur du Vallon, who is here and your humble servant, some tried, in spite of my uniform—or maybe because of it—to make us shout ‘Long live Broussel!’ And do you want to know what else they wanted us to shout?”

“Go on, say it.”

“‘Down with Mazarin!’ Yes—the traitorous cry is out.”

Mazarin smiled but turned pale. “Did you shout it?” he asked.

“No, my lord,” D’Artagnan replied. “I was not in the mood; Monsieur du Vallon has a cold and didn’t shout either. Now, my lord—”

“Now what?” asked Mazarin, gesturing at D’Artagnan’s clothes.

D’Artagnan pointed out four bullet holes in his cloak and two in his hat. And for Porthos, a halberd had slashed the side of his coat, and a pistol ball had split his feather in two.

“Diavolo!” exclaimed the cardinal, staring at the two men in admiration. “I should have shouted myself, indeed.”

At that moment, the sounds of chaos grew even louder outside. Mazarin wiped his brow and looked around. He wanted to go to the window but hesitated.

“See what’s going on, Monsieur D’Artagnan,” he urged. D’Artagnan calmly went to the window.

“Oh!” he said, “what’s this? The Marechal de la Meilleraie is returning without his hat—Fontrailles has his arm in a sling—the guards are wounded—horses bleeding. What are the sentinels doing? They’re aiming—they’re going to fire!”

“They’ve been ordered to shoot at the people if they come near the Palais Royal!” Mazarin shouted.

“But if they shoot, everything is lost!” D’Artagnan yelled. “We have the gates.”

“The gates! They’ll last five minutes—the crowd will tear them down, twist them to wire, grind them to dust! Don’t fire for heaven’s sake!” D’Artagnan cried, throwing open the window. But even though he yelled—the sound almost lost in the uproar—two or three musket shots rang out, followed by a deafening volley. The bullets struck the front of the Palais Royal, and one, passing under D’Artagnan’s arm, shattered a mirror where Porthos was admiring himself.

“Oh no! Oh no!” cried the cardinal, “a Venetian glass!”

“Oh, my lord,” D’Artagnan replied, calmly closing the window, “don’t cry just yet. In an hour, there won’t be a mirror left in the Palais Royal, Venetian or Parisian.”

“But what do you suggest?” Mazarin asked, clearly upset. “Shall I give up Broussel as they demand? What do I need with a member of parliament? He’s no use to anyone.”

“And you, Monsieur du Vallon, what do you say? What would you do?”

“I’d give up Broussel,” Porthos answered.

“Come, come with me, gentlemen!” Mazarin said. “I will discuss this with the queen.”

He paused at the end of the corridor. “I can rely on you, gentlemen, can’t I?”

“We don’t offer our services lightly,” said D’Artagnan. “We are committed to you; give us your orders and we will obey.”

“Very well then,” Mazarin said. “Enter this room and wait for my return.”

With that, he turned and went into the drawing-room through another door.




Chapter XLVIII: The Riot Becomes a Revolution

The room where D’Artagnan and Porthos had been shown in was separated from the drawing-room, where the queen was, by only some tapestry curtains. This thin partition allowed them to hear everything happening in the next room, and the small gap between the curtains let them see as well. The queen stood there, pale with anger; however, her self-control was so extraordinary that one might have believed she was calm.

Comminges, Villequier, and Guitant stood behind her, with the women following after the men. The Chancellor Séguier, who had relentlessly persecuted her twenty years earlier, stood before her, telling how his carriage had been destroyed and how he had been chased into the Hotel d’O——. The hotel was soon overrun, looted, and devastated. Fortunately, he found a hidden closet behind a tapestry, where an old woman hid him and his brother, the Bishop of Meaux.

The danger was so great, and the rioters so close, threatening him with violence, that the chancellor believed he was about to die. Preparing for the worst, he confessed to his brother priest, ready for death if discovered. Fortunately, he was not found; the crowd, thinking he had escaped through a back door, eventually moved away, allowing him to get out. Disguised in the clothes of the Marquis d’O——, he left the hotel, stepping over the bodies of an officer and two guards who had been killed defending the front entrance.

As he finished his account, Mazarin entered and silently approached the queen to listen.

“Well,” said the queen after the chancellor finished, “what do you make of all this?”

“I believe the situation is very serious, Your Majesty.”

“But what course of action would you recommend?”

“I could make a suggestion, but I hesitate to do so.”

“Speak freely, sir,” the queen replied with a bitter smile. “You weren’t so hesitant before.”

The chancellor blushed and faltered in his speech.

“This isn’t about the past, but about now,” the queen said insistently. “You said you could advise me—so what is your advice?”

“Your Majesty,” the chancellor said, hesitating, “I would advise releasing Broussel.”

The queen, already pale, grew visibly paler, and her face hardened. “Release Broussel!” she cried. “Absolutely not!”

At that moment, footsteps were heard in the antechamber, and without announcement, the Marechal de la Meilleraie appeared at the door.

“Ah, there you are, Marechal,” Anne of Austria said joyfully. “I hope you have brought this crowd to their senses.”

“Madame,” the marechal replied, “I have placed three men on the Pont Neuf, four at the Halle, six at the corner of the Rue de l’Arbre-Sec, and two at the entrance to your palace—fifteen in all. I’ve also brought back ten or twelve wounded.”

“I don’t know where I left my hat, and I probably would have lost it for good if the coadjutor hadn’t arrived just in time to rescue me.”

“Ah, indeed,” said the queen. “I would have been surprised if that low cur with his twisted legs hadn’t been part of all this.”

“Madame,” La Meilleraie replied, “please do not speak ill of him in my presence, as the service he provided me is still fresh in my memory.”

“Very well,” said the queen. “Be as grateful as you wish; it doesn’t concern me. What matters is that you are here safe and sound, which is all I cared about. You are not only welcome, but welcome back.”

“Yes, madame, but I returned on one condition—that I would convey to your majesty the wishes of the people.”

“The wishes!” the queen exclaimed, frowning. “Oh! Monsieur Marechal, you must have found yourself in a difficult spot to accept so strange a mission!”

The irony in her words was not lost on the marechal. “I apologize, madame,” he said. “I am not a lawyer; I am simply a soldier. So, I might not fully understand some terms. I should have said the wishes, not the will, of the people. Regarding what you kindly suggest, I suppose you mean I was afraid?”

The queen smiled.

“Well then, Your Majesty, yes, I was afraid. Despite having fought in twelve major battles and countless skirmishes, I admit that for the third time in my life, I was truly afraid. I would rather confront you, no matter how intimidating your smile might be, than face those demons who accompanied me here and seemed to have come straight from the depths of hell.”

“Bravo,” D’Artagnan whispered to Porthos. “Very well said.”

The queen bit her lip, glancing at her courtiers, who exchanged astonished looks. “What does my people want?” she asked.

“They want Broussel handed over, Your Majesty.”

“Never!” the queen declared. “Absolutely not!”

“You are in control, madame,” La Meilleraie replied, stepping back a few steps.

“Where are you going, Marechal?” the queen asked.

“I must give your Majesty’s response to those who are waiting.”

“Stay, Marechal; I will not appear to negotiate with rebels.”

“Madame, I have given my word. Unless you order me arrested, I must return.”

Anne of Austria’s eyes flashed with intensity. “Oh, that won’t stop me, sir,” she replied. “I have had men greater than you arrested—Guitant!”

At that, Mazarin quickly stepped forward.

“Madame,” he said, “may I offer my advice—”

“Are you about to suggest that we abandon Broussel, sir? If so, you may save your breath.”

“No,” replied Mazarin, “though that advice would be as wise as any other.”

“Then what do you propose?”

“To summon Monsieur le Coadjuteur.”

“The coadjutor!” the queen exclaimed. “That dreadful agitator! He is the one who started this revolt.”

“All the more reason,” Mazarin said. “If he stirred it up, he can calm it down.”

“Look, madame,” Comminges said from near the window, where he could look outside. “Now is the perfect time; he is out there, giving his blessing in the square of the Palais Royal.”

The queen rushed to the window. “It’s true,” she said, “the arch hypocrite—look at him!”

“I see,” Mazarin remarked, “that everyone kneels before him, even though he is only a coadjutor, while I, in his place, though I am a cardinal, would be torn to pieces. That is why I insist, madame,” he stressed the word, “that your majesty should receive the coadjutor.”

“And why don’t you, like everyone else, say, ‘your wishes’?” the queen asked quietly. Mazarin bowed.

“Monsieur le Marechal,” the queen said after a moment’s thought, “please find the coadjutor and bring him to me.”

“And what shall I tell the people?” he asked.

“Tell them to be patient,” Anne replied, “as I am.”

The fiery Spanish woman spoke with such authority that the marechal did not answer; he simply bowed and left. D’Artagnan turned to Porthos.

“How will this end?” he asked.

“We’ll find out before long,” Porthos answered calmly.

Meanwhile, Anne of Austria moved over to Comminges and spoke to him in a low voice, while Mazarin looked nervously toward the corner where D’Artagnan and Porthos sat. Soon, the door opened, and the marechal entered, accompanied by the coadjutor.

“Here, madame,” he announced, “is Monsieur Gondy, who has come at once to answer your majesty’s summons.”

The queen stepped forward to receive him, then stopped, cold and stern, her lower lip jutting out with disdain.

Gondy bowed respectfully.

“Well, sir,” the queen said, “what is your opinion of this riot?”

“It is no longer a riot, madame,” he answered, “




Chapter XLIX: Misfortune Refreshes the Memory

Anne of Austria stormed back to her private chamber, furious. “What!” she exclaimed, wringing her beautiful hands. “What! The people saw Monsieur de Condé, a prince of the royal blood, arrested by my mother-in-law, Maria de Medicis. They watched as she, their former regent, was overthrown by the cardinal. They saw Monsieur de Vendôme, the son of Henry IV, imprisoned at Vincennes. And while these prominent figures were being imprisoned, insulted, and threatened, they remained silent. And now, for a Broussel—good God!”

“What, then, is to become of royalty?”

The queen unintentionally touched on an urgent issue. The people had not rallied for the princes, but they had stood up for Broussel; by defending him, they instinctively felt they were defending themselves. Meanwhile, Mazarin paced the study, now and then glancing at his beautiful Venetian mirror, which was speckled with marks in every direction. “Ah!” he said, “It’s unfortunate to be forced to yield like this; but, pshaw! we will have our revenge. Broussel is insignificant. It’s just a name, not a real concern.”

Mazarin, though a clever politician, was wrong this time; Broussel was indeed a real concern, not just a name.

The next morning, when Broussel arrived in Paris in a large carriage, accompanied by his son Louvieres and followed by Friquet, the crowd surged around him, shouting “Long live Broussel!” and “Long live our father!” The cheers echoed everywhere, much to Mazarin’s displeasure. The cardinal’s spies brought troubling news from all sides, which greatly unsettled him, although the queen remained calm. She seemed to be considering a significant plan, further increasing the cardinal’s anxiety, as he was well aware of Anne of Austria’s determined nature.

The coadjutor returned to parliament with more authority than the king, queen, and cardinal combined. On his advice, parliament issued a decree calling for the citizens to lay down their arms and dismantle the barricades. They knew it would take just an hour to rearm and only a single night to rebuild barricades. Meanwhile, Rochefort had returned to the Chevalier d’Humieres with fifty horsemen, minus two who were missing during roll call.

But deep down, the chevalier was a Frondist and refused even to discuss compensation. The beggar had returned to his usual place on the steps of Saint Eustache, once again giving holy water with one hand and asking for alms with the other. No one could suspect those same hands had helped pull the keystone of royalty from the social structure. Louvieres felt proud and satisfied; he had taken revenge on Mazarin and achieved his father’s release from prison. His name was now feared at the Palais Royal. With a laugh, he said to the councillor, now reunited with his family:

“Do you think, father, that if I were to ask for a company now, the queen would grant it to me?”

D’Artagnan took advantage of this moment of calm to send Raoul away, whom he had struggled to keep confined during the riot, as Raoul was eager to fight for one side or the other.

Raoul had initially resisted, but D’Artagnan invoked the name of the Comte de la Fere, and after visiting Madame de Chevreuse, Raoul decided to rejoin the army. Only Rochefort was unhappy with how things had turned out. He had written to the Duc de Beaufort, who was on his way to Paris, unaware that the city was now at peace. Rochefort consulted with the coadjutor, wondering if it would be wise to inform the duke to halt his journey, but Gondy paused for a moment before replying:

“Let him continue his journey.”

“Is everything not settled then?” Rochefort asked.

“My dear count, we have only just begun.”

“What makes you think that?”

“My understanding of the queen’s heart; she will not be satisfied with defeat.”

“Is she planning a counterattack?”

“I hope so.”

“Come, tell me what you know.”

“I know she has written to the prince, urging him to return from the army quickly.”

“Ah! I see!” Rochefort exclaimed. “You are right.”

“We must allow Monsieur de Beaufort to come.”

Indeed, the evening after this conversation, news spread that the Prince de Condé had arrived. It was a simple, natural event, yet it had a huge impact. It was said that Madame de Longueville, who had a special place in the prince’s heart and to whom he had revealed his thoughts, had been indiscreet. His trust had exposed the queen’s dark intentions.

On the very night of the prince’s return, some citizens—bolder than others, including sheriffs, captains, and the quartermaster—went from house to house among their friends, asking, “Why don’t we take the king and place him in the Hôtel de Ville? It’s shameful to leave him in the hands of our enemies, who will lead him astray. If he were brought up by the coadjutor, for example, he would learn national values and come to love his people.”

That night, this question was quietly discussed, and by the next day, the gray and black cloaks, the patrols of armed shopkeepers, and the groups of beggars were back out in the streets.

The queen had spent the night in private discussion with the prince, who had entered the oratory at midnight and did not leave until five o’clock in the morning. At that hour, Anne went to the cardinal’s room. Though she had not yet rested, he was already awake. Six days had passed out of the ten he had requested from Mordaunt, so he was busy revising his reply to Cromwell when someone knocked softly at the door connecting to the queen’s chambers. Only Anne of Austria could enter through that door, prompting the cardinal to rise and open it.

The queen wore a morning gown that suited her perfectly. Like Diane de Poitiers and Ninon, Anne of Austria had a timeless beauty that never faded. But today, she seemed even more radiant than usual, her eyes sparkling with the contentment that comes from satisfaction.

“What’s the matter, madame?” Mazarin asked, looking uneasy. “You seem secretly pleased.”

“Yes, Giulio,” she replied, “I am proud and happy because I have found a way to strangle this hydra.”

“You are a skilled politician, my queen,” Mazarin said. “Please, tell me your plan.” He discreetly slipped the letter he was writing beneath a stack of blank papers.

“You know,” the queen continued, “that they want to take the king away from me?”

“Alas! Yes, and to execute me as well.”

“They will not take the king.”

“Nor execute me.”

“Listen. I intend to rescue my son from them, together with you.”

“I hope this event, which will completely change the course of affairs once it’s known, can be carried out without anyone knowing except for you, me, and one other person.”

“And who is this other person?”

“Monsieur le Prince.”

“So he has arrived, as I heard?”

“Yes, he came last night.”

“And you have met with him?”

“He just left me.”

“Will he support this plan?”

“The idea is his own.”

“And what about Paris?”

“He’ll cut off their supplies and force them to surrender unconditionally.”

“It’s a grand plan, but I see one obstacle.”

“What is it?”

“Impossibility.”

“That’s foolish. Nothing is impossible.”

“On paper, perhaps.”

“In practice. Do we have money?”

“A little,” Mazarin replied, wary she might ask to access his funds. “What about troops?”

“Five or six thousand men.”

“And resolve?”

“Plenty.”

“Then it’s achievable. Oh! Consider it, Giulio!”

“Paris, this hateful Paris, waking up one morning without a queen or king, surrounded and besieged, starving—relying only on its foolish parliament and their shady ally!”

“Delightful! Absolutely delightful!” exclaimed Mazarin. “I can see the outcome, but I don’t see how to make it happen.”

“I’ll figure it out myself.”

“You realize this will mean war—civil war, fierce, consuming, relentless?”

“Oh yes, war,” replied Anne of Austria. “I will reduce this rebellious city to ashes. I’ll quench the flames with blood!”

“I will continue the cycle of crime and punishment by making an example they’ll never forget. Paris! I—I detest it, I loathe it!”

“Very well, Anne. You are feeling quite bloodthirsty; but be careful. We aren’t living in the time of Malatesta and Castruccio Castracani. You might find yourself the one facing execution, my beautiful queen, and that would be a shame.”

“You laugh.”

“Only a little. It is dangerous to go to war with an entire nation.”

“Look at your brother, King Charles I. He is in a dire situation, very dire.”

“We are in France, and I am Spanish.”

“That’s even worse; I’d much prefer if you were French, as I am. They would hate us both less.”

“Still, do you agree?”

“Yes, if it’s possible.”

“It is; I assure you it is. Start preparing for our departure.”

“Me? I am always ready to leave, but as you know, I never actually do, and perhaps this time will be no exception.”

“If I go, will you come with me?”

“I will try.”

“You annoy me, Giulio, with your worries. What are you afraid of?”

“A great many things.”

“What are they?”

Mazarin’s face, which had been smiling, grew serious. “Anne,” he said, “you are a woman, and as a woman, you can insult men without worrying about the consequences. You accuse me of being afraid; I have less fear than you do, since I do not run away as you do. Who are they shouting against? Is it against you or me? Who do they want to hang, you or me? Well, I can face this—I, whom you accuse of fear—not out of bravado, that’s not my style; but I stand firm. Follow my example. Shout less, think more deeply. You make a lot of noise, but in the end accomplish nothing; you speak about fleeing—”

Mazarin shrugged and, taking the queen’s hand, led her to the window.

“Look!” he said.

“Well?” replied the queen, stubbornly refusing to see the situation.

“What do you see from this window? If I’m not wrong, those are citizens, wearing helmets and armor, holding sturdy muskets, just like during the days of the League. Their eyes are so fixed on this window that they’ll spot you if you raise the curtain too high. Now, come to the other side—what do you see? People armed with halberds, guarding your doors. It’s the same at every entrance to this palace I could show you.”

“Your doors are locked, the vents to your cellars are guarded, and I could say to you, as the good La Ramee once said about the Duc de Beaufort, that you’d need to be either a bird or a mouse to escape.”

“He did escape, after all.”

“Do you plan to escape the same way?”

“So, I’m a prisoner?”

“Exactly!” Mazarin replied. “I’ve been explaining that to you for the past hour.”

He calmly returned to his dispatch, picking up where he left off. Anne, trembling with anger and flushed with humiliation, stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind her. Mazarin didn’t even look back. Once in her own apartment, Anne collapsed into a chair and wept. Then, suddenly struck by an idea, she exclaimed, “I am saved!” Rising, she continued, “Oh, yes! Yes! I know a man who can get me out of Paris, a man I have neglected for far too long.” Falling into thought, she added with a joyful expression, “What an ungrateful woman I am; for twenty years, I have forgotten this man, whom I should have made a marshal of France.”

My mother-in-law lavished gold, affection, and honors on Concini, who eventually betrayed her. Meanwhile, the king appointed Vitry as Marshal of France for committing murder, while I have left the noble D’Artagnan in obscurity and poverty, despite his heroism in saving me!”

With that, she rushed to a table covered with paper, pens, and ink, and quickly began to write.




Chapter L: The Interview

Since the riots, D’Artagnan had gotten into the habit of sharing a room with Porthos. On this important morning, he was still asleep, dreaming that a golden cloud had covered the sky and was raining gold coins into his hat—he held it out until it overflowed with pistoles. Porthos, meanwhile, was dreaming that the panels of his carriage were too small to fit the coat of arms he had commissioned to be painted on them. Both men were awakened at seven o’clock by the arrival of an ununiformed servant who brought a letter for D’Artagnan.

“From whom?” asked the Gascon. “From the queen,” replied the servant. “Oh!” said Porthos, propping himself up in bed. “What does she say?”

D’Artagnan asked the servant to wait in the next room, and when the door was closed, he jumped out of bed and quickly read the letter. Porthos watched him with wide eyes, too anxious to ask questions. “Friend Porthos,” D’Artagnan said, handing him the letter, “this time, at least, you can be sure of your baron title, and I of my captaincy. Read it for yourself and see.”

Porthos took the letter and, with a trembling voice, read the following words:

“The queen wishes to speak to Monsieur d’Artagnan, who must follow the bearer.”

“Well!” exclaimed Porthos. “I don’t see anything particularly extraordinary about that.”

“But I see a lot that is quite extraordinary,” D’Artagnan replied. “It’s clear that by summoning me, things are becoming complicated.”

“Just think of the turmoil the queen must be in to remember me after twenty years.”

“That’s true,” Porthos replied. “Sharpen your sword, Baron, load your pistols, and feed the horses, because I guarantee something unexpected will happen by tomorrow.”

“But wait; do you think it could be a trap they’re setting for us?” Porthos suggested, always sensitive about how his status might irritate those beneath him.

“If it is a trap,” D’Artagnan replied confidently, “I’ll sense it, rest assured. If Mazarin is Italian, then I am Gascon.”

D’Artagnan quickly got dressed. While Porthos, still in bed, helped him fasten his cloak, there was a second knock at the door. “Come in,” D’Artagnan called, and another servant entered.

“From His Eminence, Cardinal Mazarin,” he said, presenting a letter. D’Artagnan glanced at Porthos. “A complicated matter,” Porthos replied. “Where will you start?”

“It’s all arranged perfectly; his eminence expects me in half an hour.”

“Good.”

“My friend,” D’Artagnan said, turning to the servant, “please inform his eminence that I will be at his service in half an hour.”

“That’s fortunate,” the Gascon remarked after the valet had left. “It’s a good thing he didn’t run into the other one.”

“Don’t you think they’ve summoned you for the same reason?”

“I don’t just think it; I’m certain of it.”

“Quickly then, D’Artagnan. Remember, the queen is waiting for you, then the cardinal, and after that, me.”

D’Artagnan called for Anne of Austria’s servant and let him know he was ready to follow him to the queen. The servant led him down the Rue des Petits Champs, turned left, and entered the small garden gate that opened onto the Rue Richelieu. They then went up the private staircase, and D’Artagnan was ushered into the oratory. A certain emotion, one he couldn’t quite define, made his heart race; he no longer had the confidence of youth—experience had shown him the weight of past events.

Once, he would have approached the queen as a young man bows before a woman; but now, things were different. He answered her call as a humble soldier obeys a distinguished general. The silence of the oratory was finally broken by the soft rustle of silk, and D’Artagnan jumped when he saw the tapestry lifted by a delicate white hand. He recognized it by its shape, color, and beauty as the royal hand that had once been offered for him to kiss. The queen entered.

“It is you, Monsieur d’Artagnan,” she said, fixing her gaze on him with a look of deep, melancholic interest. “And I know you well. Now, look at me closely. I am the queen; do you recognize me?”

“No, madame,” D’Artagnan replied.

“But are you not aware,” continued Anne, using that gentle tone she could summon at will, “that in the past, the queen once needed a young, brave, and loyal knight? She found this knight, and though he may have thought she had forgotten him, she has always kept a place for him deep in her heart?”

“No, madame, I was unaware of that,” the musketeer replied.

“That’s unfortunate, sir,” Anne of Austria said. “Unfortunate, at least for the queen, for today she needs the same courage and devotion.”

“What!” D’Artagnan exclaimed. “Does the queen, surrounded by such devoted servants, wise advisors, and men of great merit or position, really turn her attention to an obscure soldier?”

Anne could sense the reproach in his words and felt more moved than offended. She had often felt humbled by the selflessness and generosity shown by the Gascon gentleman. “Everything you say about those around me, Monsieur D’Artagnan, is certainly true,” the queen replied, “but I have confidence in you alone. I know you are connected to the cardinal, but you are also connected to me, and I will see to your future myself.”

“Will you do today what a gentleman you don’t know once did for the queen?”

“I will do everything your majesty commands,” D’Artagnan replied. The queen paused for a moment, observing the musketeer’s careful manner.

“Perhaps you’d prefer to rest?” she asked.

“I wouldn’t know, madame, as I have never experienced it.”

“Do you have any friends?”

“I had three, but two have left Paris for destinations unknown. Only one remains, and he is someone I believe your majesty knows—the cavalier you mentioned.”

“Very well,” said the queen. “You and your friend are worth an army.”

“What should I do, madame?”

“Return at five o’clock, and I will tell you. But do not mention this meeting to anyone.”

“No, madame.”

“Swear it on the cross.”

“Madame, I have always kept my word. When I say I won’t do something, I mean it.”

Though the queen was surprised by his directness—something she was not accustomed to from her courtiers—she saw it as a good sign of D’Artagnan’s devotion to her cause. It was one of the Gascon’s habits to sometimes hide his sharpness under a façade of straightforward loyalty. “Does the queen have any further instructions for me now?” D’Artagnan asked.

“No, sir,” replied Anne of Austria, “you may leave until the time I mentioned.”

D’Artagnan bowed and exited. “Diable!” he exclaimed once the door was closed, “they certainly seem to need me at this moment.”

As half an hour had already passed, he crossed the gallery and knocked on the cardinal’s door. Bernouin let him in. “I’m here for your instructions, my lord,” he said. As was his habit, D’Artagnan quickly scanned the room and saw that Mazarin had a sealed letter in front of him. However, it was placed on the desk so he couldn’t see to whom it was addressed.

“You come from the queen?” Mazarin asked, staring intently at D’Artagnan.

“I do, my lord—who told you that?”

“Nobody, but I know it.”

“I regret to say, my lord, that you are mistaken,” the Gascon replied boldly, true to the promise he had just made to Anne of Austria. “I opened the door to the anteroom myself and saw you enter at the end of the corridor.”

“That’s because I was shown up the private stairs.”

“How so?”

“I don’t know; it must have been a mistake.”

Mazarin realized that it would not be easy to get D’Artagnan to reveal anything he meant to keep secret, so he decided to set aside the mystery the Gascon was hiding for the moment. “Let’s talk about my matters,” Mazarin said, “since you won’t share anything about yours. Do you like traveling?”

“My life has been spent on the road.”

“Is there anything that would keep you in Paris?”

“Only an order from a superior would keep me here.”

“Very well.

Here is a letter that must be delivered to its destination.”

“To its destination, my lord? But there’s no address.”

Indeed, the side of the letter opposite the seal was blank. “I must inform you,” Mazarin continued, “that it is in a double envelope.”

“I see; I am to remove the first envelope once I reach a certain location?”

“Exactly, take it and go. You have a friend, Monsieur du Vallon, whom I hold in high esteem; let him go with you.”

“Damn!” D’Artagnan thought to himself. “He knows we overheard his conversation yesterday, and he wants to send us away from Paris.”

“Are you hesitating?” Mazarin asked. “No, my lord, I will leave immediately.”

“There is one thing I must ask of you.”

“What is it? Speak.”

“I ask that you go to the queen immediately.”

“What for?”

“Simply to say these words: ‘I am going to send Monsieur d’Artagnan away, and I wish for him to leave right away.’”

“I told you,” Mazarin replied, “that you had seen the queen.”

“I had the honor of telling your eminence that there was a misunderstanding.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“May I repeat my request to you?”

“Very well; I will go. Please wait for me here.” As he looked around to be sure he hadn’t left any keys in his cabinets, Mazarin exited. Ten minutes passed, during which D’Artagnan tried to read through the first envelope to discover what was written on the second, but he was unsuccessful. When Mazarin returned, he appeared pale and deep in thought.

He sat down at his desk, and D’Artagnan began to scrutinize his face, just as he had examined the letter in his hand. However, the expression on his face seemed




Chapter LI: The Flight

When D’Artagnan returned to the Palais Royal at five o’clock, the atmosphere, despite the excitement in the city, was festive. This was not surprising; the queen had given Broussel and Blancmesnil back to the people, so she had little to worry about, as the crowds had no further demands for now. Add to this the return of the victor from Lens, and there was every reason for a celebratory banquet. Princes and princesses had been invited, and their carriages had filled the courtyard since noon. After dinner, the queen was to host a play in her apartment. On this day, Anne of Austria was more radiant than ever, exuding grace and charm.

Mazarin slipped away as they rose from the table and found D’Artagnan already waiting for him in the anteroom. The cardinal approached with a smile, took his hand, and led him into his private study.

“My dear M. d’Artagnan,” said the minister as he sat down, “I am about to give you the greatest sign of trust that a minister can offer to an officer.”

“I hope,” replied D’Artagnan, bowing, “that you offer it, my lord, without hesitation and because you believe I have earned it.”

“You are more deserving than anyone in Paris, my dear friend; that’s why I have come to you. We are leaving this evening,” continued Mazarin.

“My dear M. d’Artagnan, the welfare of the state is in your hands.” He paused. “Please, explain, my lord; I am listening.”

“The queen has decided to take a short trip with the king to Saint Germain.”

“Aha!” said D’Artagnan. “So the queen intends to leave Paris.”

“It’s simply a woman’s whim—you understand.”

“Yes, I understand completely,” D’Artagnan replied. “That’s why she summoned you this morning and had you return at five o’clock.”

“Was it really necessary for me to swear this morning that I wouldn’t mention the appointment to anyone?” D’Artagnan muttered. “Ah, women! Women!”

“Queens or not, they’re always the same.”

“Do you disapprove of this journey, my dear M. d’Artagnan?” asked Mazarin with concern.

“Me, my lord?” replied D’Artagnan. “Why would I?”

“You’re shrugging your shoulders.”

“It’s just how I express myself. I neither approve nor disapprove, my lord; I simply await your orders.”

“Good; then you are the one I’ve chosen to escort the king and queen to Saint Germain.”

“Liar!” thought D’Artagnan. “You see,” the cardinal went on, noticing D’Artagnan’s calm manner, “that, as I said, the welfare of the state is truly in your hands.”

“Yes, my lord, and I fully understand how serious a trust that is.”

“So you accept?”

“I always accept.”

“Do you think it’s possible?”

“Anything is possible.”

“Will you be attacked on the road?”

“Most likely.”

“And what then?”

“I’ll cut through anyone who tries to stop me.”

“And if you can’t get through?”

“Then it will be their misfortune; I’ll go right over them.”

“And you’ll ensure the king’s and queen’s safety at Saint Germain?”

“Yes.”

“On your life?”

“On my life.”

“You are a hero, my friend,” said Mazarin, looking at the musketeer with admiration. D’Artagnan smiled.

“And what about me?” Mazarin asked after a brief silence. “And you, my lord?”

“What if I wish to leave as well?”

“That would be more complicated.”

“And why is that?”

“Your eminence might be recognized.”

“Even in this disguise?” Mazarin asked, lifting a cloak from an armchair and revealing a full officer’s uniform in pearl-gray and red, elaborately embroidered with silver. “If you’re disguised, it will be easier.”

“Ah!” Mazarin sighed with relief. “But as you said the other day, you must be ready to shout, ‘Down with Mazarin!’”

“I will: ‘Down with Mazarin!’”

“In French, in proper French, my lord. Mind your accent; they killed six thousand Angevins in Sicily for mispronouncing Italian. Don’t let the French take revenge on you for the Sicilian Vespers.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“The streets are full of armed men,” D’Artagnan continued.

“Are you sure no one knows the queen’s plan?”

Mazarin paused to consider. “This situation is perfect for a traitor, my lord; talk of an attack could excuse anything.”

Mazarin felt uneasy, but realized that someone intending betrayal wouldn’t warn him first. “And so,” he added, calming himself, “I don’t trust everyone; that’s why I have picked you to go with me.”

“Are you not going with the queen?”

“No,” Mazarin replied.

“Then you’ll follow her?”

“No,” Mazarin said again.

“Ah!” D’Artagnan exclaimed, starting to understand. “Yes,” continued the cardinal. “By involving the queen, I increase her risk. If I leave after she does, that risk doubles—once the court is safe, I could be forgotten. People in power are not always grateful.”

“That’s very true,” D’Artagnan replied, unable to look away from the queen’s diamond on Mazarin’s finger. Mazarin noticed D’Artagnan’s attention and discreetly turned the ring so the diamond was hidden. “I want to make sure they don’t forget their gratitude towards me,” he said slyly.

“That’s just Christian charity,” D’Artagnan replied, “to keep others from temptation.”

“For just that reason,” Mazarin agreed, “I mean to act before they do.”

D’Artagnan smiled—he was the sort of person who could appreciate the cleverness of the Italian. Mazarin noticed the smile and pressed his advantage.

“So, you’ll get me out of Paris first, won’t you, my dear M. d’Artagnan?”

“That’s a tough job, my lord,” D’Artagnan answered, turning serious. “But,” Mazarin continued, “you didn’t hesitate where the king and queen were concerned.”

“They are my rulers,” the musketeer replied. “My life is theirs, and I would gladly give it for them; if they desire it, what could I do but submit?”

“That’s true,” Mazarin said softly, “but since your life isn’t mine, I suppose I must pay for it, right?” He sighed and started to turn the ring’s hoop outward again. D’Artagnan smiled. These men shared one thing: cunning. If they had only shared courage, one might have accomplished great things for the other.

“You must know,” Mazarin said, “that if I ask this favor, it’s with the intention to be grateful.”

“Is it still only an intention, your eminence?” D’Artagnan replied. “Wait,” Mazarin said, removing the ring from his finger. “My dear D’Artagnan, this diamond was once yours, and it ought to return to you. Please, take it.”

D’Artagnan spared Mazarin the effort of insisting. After checking to confirm the stone’s authenticity, he slipped it on his finger with great pleasure. “I valued that diamond highly,” Mazarin said, giving it one last look, “but I give it to you with joy.”

“And I, my lord,” D’Artagnan replied, “accept it as it’s given. Now, let’s talk about your arrangements. When do you want to leave?”

“At ten o’clock.”

“And when does the queen plan to depart?”

“At midnight.”

“Then that’s possible. I’ll get you out of Paris, leave you past the barrier, and return for her.”

“Excellent! But how will you get me out?”

“Oh—”

“Leave it to me,” D’Artagnan said firmly.

“Do whatever you wish; take as large an escort as you choose.”

D’Artagnan shook his head. “Still,” Mazarin said, “that seems the safest approach.”

“Yes, for you, my lord, but not for the queen. You must trust me and let me handle everything.”

“Still—”

“Or else find someone else,” D’Artagnan replied, turning away. “Oh!” Mazarin muttered, “he’d really leave with the diamond! M. D’Artagnan, my dear M. D’Artagnan,” he pleaded, “will you take responsibility for everything?”

“I’ll take responsibility for nothing.”

“I will do my best.”

“Well then, come—I have to trust you.”

“It’s fortunate,” D’Artagnan thought to himself. “You’ll be ready at half-past nine?”

“And I will find your eminence prepared?”

“Absolutely ready.”

“Good, it’s settled. Now, my lord, will you let me have an audience with the queen?”

“For what purpose?”

“I want to hear her instructions directly.”

“She asked me to give you orders.”

“She might have forgotten something.”

“You really want to see her?”

“It’s essential, my lord.”

Mazarin hesitated, but D’Artagnan was firm. “Very well,” said the minister. “I’ll take you to her, but not a word of what we discussed.”

“What was said between us is private, my lord,” D’Artagnan replied. “Swear to secrecy.”

“I don’t swear, my lord; I say yes or no. As a gentleman, my word is enough.”

“All right, I see I must trust you completely.”

“Trust me, my lord; it’s your best option.”

“Come,” said Mazarin, leading D’Artagnan into the queen’s chamber and asking him to wait. He didn’t have to wait long—within five minutes, the queen entered, dressed in full gala attire. In that dress, she hardly looked more than thirty-five.

She remained stunningly beautiful. “It’s you, Monsieur D’Artagnan,” she said with a gracious smile. “Thank you for insisting on speaking with me.”

“I must apologize, Your Majesty, but I wished to receive your instructions directly.”

“Do you accept the mission I have given you?”

“With gratitude.”

“Good, be here at midnight.”

“I won’t fail you.”

“Monsieur D’Artagnan,” the queen continued, “I know your loyalty too well to speak of my gratitude now, but I promise I will not forget this second service as I did the first.”

“Your Majesty is free to remember or forget as you choose, and I’m not sure what you mean,” D’Artagnan replied, bowing. “Go now,” said the queen, flashing her most enchanting smile. “Return at midnight.”

D’Artagnan left, but as he exited he glanced at the curtain through which the queen had come and noticed the tip of a velvet slipper under the tapestry. “Interesting,” he thought. “Mazarin was listening to see if I would betray him. Truly, that Italian puppet doesn’t deserve the loyalty of an honest man.”

D’Artagnan was punctual, arriving at half-past nine. In the ante-room, he found the cardinal dressed as an officer. He looked distinguished in that outfit and wore it with elegance, but he appeared very pale and trembled lightly.

“Quite alone?” he asked. “Yes, my lord.”

“And what about the esteemed Monsieur du Vallon? Will we not have his company?”

“Of course, my lord. He’s waiting in his carriage at the Palais Royal garden gate.”

“So we’ll travel in his carriage, then?”

“Yes, my lord.”

“And no other escort but the two of you?”

“Isn’t that enough? One of us would do.”

“Really, my dear M. d’Artagnan,” said the cardinal, “your composure is astonishing.”

“I thought it would give you confidence, not worry you.”

“And Bernouin? Am I not taking him?”

“There’s no room; he will join you later, your eminence.”

“Let’s go,” said Mazarin, “everything must be done as you wish.”

“My lord, there’s still time to reconsider,” D’Artagnan said, “and your eminence is entirely free to change your mind.”

“Not at all, not at all,” Mazarin insisted. “Let’s go.”

They descended a private staircase, Mazarin leaning on D’Artagnan’s arm, which he felt trembling. After crossing the courtyards, where a few carriages of recent guests still remained, they entered the garden and reached the small gate. Mazarin tried to open it with a key, but his shaking fingers couldn’t find the keyhole. “Allow me,” D’Artagnan said, and when the gate swung open, he pocketed the key, planning to return that way.

The carriage steps were already set, and the door open. Mousqueton waited at the entrance, while Porthos sat inside. “Get in, my lord,” D’Artagnan urged Mazarin, who rushed into the carriage. D’Artagnan followed, and Mousqueton, after closing the door, climbed onto the back with a few groans. He had wanted to stay, saying he was still hurt, but D’Artagnan told him:

“Stay if you like, my dear M. Mousqueton, but I must inform you Paris will be burning tonight.” At this, Mousqueton quickly agreed to follow his master and Monsieur D’Artagnan wherever they went. The carriage went off at a steady, casual pace, not at all like people in a hurry.

The cardinal wiped his forehead with a handkerchief and looked around. To his left was Porthos; D’Artagnan was on his right; each man guarded a door. In front, on the front seat, were two pairs of pistols—one set before Porthos, one before D’Artagnan. About a hundred paces from the Palais Royal, a patrol stopped the carriage. “Who goes there?” asked the captain. “Mazarin!” D’Artagnan replied, bursting into laughter.

The cardinal’s hair stood on end. But the joke delighted the citizens; seeing this unaccompanied, unguarded carriage, they never guessed it carried anyone important. “Safe travels!” they shouted, and let it pass. “Well,” said D’Artagnan, “what does my lord think of that answer?”

“A man of wit!” exclaimed Mazarin. “Indeed,” Porthos added, “I understand; but now—”

In the middle of Rue des Petits Champs, another patrol stopped them. “Who goes there?” called the captain.

“Back up, my lord,” D’Artagnan said. Mazarin squeezed himself between his two friends until he disappeared entirely. “Who goes there?” the captain called again, impatiently; D’Artagnan saw they had rushed to the horse’s heads. Leaning out, he called, “Hey! Planchet!” The chief stepped up—it was Planchet; D’Artagnan recognized his old servant’s voice.

“How are you, sir?” Planchet asked, surprised.

“Ah, my dear friend! This brave Porthos has suffered a sword wound, and I’m taking him to his country house at Saint Cloud.”

“Oh, really?” Planchet replied. D’Artagnan turned to Porthos. “If you can still speak, dear Porthos, say a word to our friend Planchet.”

“Planchet, my friend,” Porthos said gravely, “I’m not well; if you see a doctor, please send him to me.”

“Oh, heavens,” said Planchet, “what a misfortune!”

“And how did it happen?”

“I’ll tell you all about it,” Mousqueton replied. Porthos let out a deep groan. “Make way, Planchet,” D’Artagnan whispered, “or he won’t make it; his lungs are injured, my friend.”

Planchet shook his head, looking grave. He called to his men, “Let them pass; they are friends.”

The carriage moved on, and Mazarin, who had been holding his breath, finally exhaled. “Bricconi!” he muttered. Just before the Saint-Honoré gate, they ran into another group. This new group looked more like bandits than guards; they were the beggar of Saint Eustache’s men. “Watch out, Porthos!” D’Artagnan warned.

Porthos put a hand on his pistols. “What’s the matter?” asked Mazarin. “My lord, we’re among dangerous company.”

A man approached with a scythe. “Who goes there?” he demanded. “Hey, ruffian!” D’Artagnan shot back. “Don’t you recognize the prince’s carriage?”

“Prince or no,” the man retorted, “open the gate. No one passes unless we know them.”

“What do we do?” Porthos asked.

“Indeed! Let’s charge,” answered D’Artagnan.

“But how?” asked Mazarin.

“Through or over; coachman, go on.”

The coachman lifted his whip. “Not another step,” the captain said, “or I’ll cut your horses’ hamstrings.”

“Damn!” Porthos exclaimed, “what a loss; those horses cost me a hundred pistoles each.”

“I’ll give you two hundred for them,” said Mazarin.

“Yes, but once they’re hamstrung, we’ll be next.”

“If one comes to me,” Porthos asked, “should I kill him?”

“Yes, give him a good punch if you can; don’t shoot unless you must.”

“I can manage that,” said Porthos.

“Go on, open up!” D’Artagnan shouted at the man with the scythe, picking up a pistol by the barrel, ready to strike with the handle. As the man neared, D’Artagnan leaned out, giving himself room to swing. He stared at the beggar, whose face, lit by lantern, paled when he recognized D’Artagnan—and D’Artagnan recognized him, feeling his own hair rise.

“Monsieur D’Artagnan!” the man exclaimed, stepping back. “It’s D’Artagnan! Let him through.”

D’Artagnan was about to answer when a loud thud, like a sledgehammer striking an ox, echoed—the sound of Porthos dispatching his opponent.

D’Artagnan turned and saw the unfortunate man lying flat about four paces away. “Damn it!” he yelled to the driver. “Faster! Whip the horses!”

The driver lashed out, the horses shot ahead, and then came cries from men knocked down, followed by a jolt as the carriage ran over something soft. Silence, then they were clear of the gate.

“To Cours la Reine!” D’Artagnan shouted to the driver. Turning to Mazarin, he said, “Now, my lord, you can say five Paters and five Aves for your deliverance. You’re safe—you’re free.”

Mazarin could only groan; he could scarcely believe such escape. Five minutes later, the carriage stopped at Cours la Reine. “Is my lord satisfied with his escort?” D’Artagnan asked. “Delighted, monsieur,” Mazarin replied, cautiously peering out the window. “Now, do the same for the queen.”

“That will be much easier,” D’Artagnan said, jumping down. “Monsieur du Vallon, I leave his eminence in your care.”

“Rest assured,” Porthos replied, giving his hand to D’Artagnan who shook it firmly.

“Oh!” Porthos cried, as if in pain. D’Artagnan looked at him in surprise. “What’s wrong?” he asked. “I think I’ve sprained my wrist,” said Porthos. “Good grief! You hit like a blind or deaf man.”

“It was necessary; the man nearly shot me. But how did you handle your opponent?”

“Oh, mine,” D’Artagnan said, “wasn’t a man.”

“What was it then?”

“An apparition.”

“And—?”

“I charmed it away.”

Without explaining further, D’Artagnan collected the pistols, tucked them into his belt, cloaked himself, and, not wishing to return through the same gate, set out for the Richelieu gate.




Chapter LII: The Carriage of Monsieur le Coadjuteur

Instead of returning through the Saint-Honoré gate, D’Artagnan, having some time to spare, took a detour and re-entered through the Porte Richelieu. As he approached for inspection, the guards recognized him by his plumed hat and laced coat as an officer of the musketeers. They surrounded him, trying to prompt him into shouting, “Down with Mazarin!” At first, this show made him uneasy, but once he understood their intent, he shouted the phrase with such conviction that even the most demanding among them were satisfied.

As he walked down the Rue Richelieu, he considered how he might rescue the queen, knowing that escaping with her in a carriage bearing the arms of France was out of the question. Just then, he spotted a carriage waiting at the door of Madame de Guemenee’s hotel, and a sudden idea struck him. “Ah, indeed!” he exclaimed. “That would be fair play.”

He approached the carriage, studying the coat of arms on the panels and the livery of the coachman, who was sleeping soundly on his box. This made his inspection much easier. “It is, in fact, Monsieur le Coadjuteur’s carriage,” D’Artagnan said. “I must say, I’m beginning to think Heaven is on our side.”

He quietly climbed into the carriage and tugged on the silk cord tied to the coachman’s little finger. “To the Palais Royal,” he called out. The coachman woke with a start and set off in the direction requested, believing the order had come from his master. The porter at the palace was about to close the gates, but seeing such a distinguished carriage, he assumed it was an important visit and allowed it to pass, stopping beneath the porch.

It was only then that the coachman noticed the grooms were not following the carriage. He assumed that Monsieur le Coadjuteur had sent them back, and without letting go of the reins, he jumped down to open the door. D’Artagnan also leaped to the ground, and just as the coachman, startled by the absence of his master, took a step back, D’Artagnan grabbed him by the collar with his left hand while pressing the muzzle of a pistol against his chest with his right. “Say one word,” D’Artagnan whispered, “and you’re a dead man.”

The coachman immediately recognized the danger he was in by the look on D’Artagnan’s face. He stood there, mouth agape and eyes wide with fear. Two musketeers were walking through the courtyard, and D’Artagnan called out to them by name. “Monsieur de Belliere,” he said to one, “please take the reins from this man, get on the box, and drive to the private stair. Wait for me there; it’s a matter of great importance for the king.”

The musketeer, knowing his lieutenant never joked about duty, complied without question, though he found the request strange. Turning to the second musketeer, D’Artagnan said, “Monsieur du Verger, help me secure this man.”

The musketeer, believing that his lieutenant had just apprehended a disguised prince, bowed and drew his sword, indicating he was ready.

D’Artagnan ascended the staircase, followed by his prisoner, then the soldier, and entered Mazarin’s anteroom. Bernouin was waiting there, anxious for news of his master. “Well, sir?” he asked.

“Everything is going splendidly, my dear Monsieur Bernouin, but I have a man here whom I must ask you to put in a safe place.”

“Where would you like me to put him, sir?”

“Anywhere you choose, as long as it has iron shutters secured with padlocks and a lockable door.”

“We have such a place, sir,” replied Bernouin. The unfortunate coachman was then led to a closet with barred windows that resembled a prison. “And now, my good friend,” D’Artagnan said to him, “I must ask you to part with your hat and cloak for my sake.”

The coachman, understandably, put up no resistance; in fact, he was so confused by his situation that he stammered and swayed like a drunken man. D’Artagnan handed his clothes to one of the valets. “And now, Monsieur du Verger,” he directed, “please keep this man company until Monsieur Bernouin returns to unlock the door.”

“The task ahead will be rather long and perhaps not very entertaining, I know; but,” he added seriously, “you understand, it’s for the king’s service.”

“At your command, lieutenant,” replied the musketeer, knowing it was serious. “By the way,” D’Artagnan continued, “if this man tries to escape or shouts for help, run him through with your sword.”

The musketeer nodded, showing he would follow these orders precisely. D’Artagnan then left, followed by Bernouin. As midnight struck, D’Artagnan said, “Take me to the queen’s oratory, announce my arrival, and place this package, along with a fully loaded musket, under the seat of the carriage waiting at the bottom of the private stairs.”

Bernouin led D’Artagnan to the oratory, where he sat down thoughtfully. Everything had proceeded as usual at the Palais Royal. As mentioned before, by ten o’clock, most of the guests had left; those who were to accompany the court had received their instructions and were told to be at Cours la Reine between midnight and one o’clock.

At ten o’clock, Anne of Austria entered the king’s chamber. Monsieur had just left, and the young Louis, the last to remain, was happily arranging his lead soldiers in a battle formation, a game he greatly enjoyed. Two royal pages were playing with him.

“Laporte,” the queen said, “it’s time for His Majesty to go to bed.”

The king protested, saying he did not want to sleep. However, the queen was firm. “Aren’t you planning to go for a bath at Conflans tomorrow morning at six o’clock, Louis? I believe you wanted that yourself.”

“You’re right, madame,” replied the king, “and I will go to my room once you’ve kissed me.”

“Laporte, please bring the light to Monsieur the Chevalier de Coislin.”

The queen kissed the smooth, white brow of the royal child, who presented himself with a seriousness that already hinted at the formality of court life. “You should go to sleep soon, Louis,” said the queen, “for you must be awakened very early.”

“I will do my best to obey you, madame,” replied the young king, “but I’m not really inclined to sleep.”

“Laporte,” Anne of Austria said quietly, “find a very dull book to read to His Majesty, but do not undress yourself.”

The king left, escorted by the Chevalier de Coislin, who carried the candlestick, and then the queen returned to her own bedroom. Her ladies—Madame de Bregy, Mademoiselle de Beaumont, Madame de Motteville, and her sister Socratine, known for her wisdom—had just brought the remnants of dinner into her dressing room, which the queen usually finished with a light supper.

She then gave her orders, discussed a banquet that the Marquis de Villequier was to host for her the day after tomorrow, indicated the guests she wished to invite, announced another visit to Val-de-Grace the next day to pay her devotions, and instructed her senior valet to accompany her. Once the ladies had finished their supper, the queen pretended to be extremely fatigued and retired to her bedroom. Madame de Motteville, who had special duties that evening, followed to assist her and help her undress.

The queen began to read and, after a warm conversation with her for a few minutes, dismissed her. At that moment, D’Artagnan entered the palace courtyard in the coadjutor’s carriage. Just seconds later, the ladies-in-waiting’s carriages drove out, and the gates closed behind them. A few minutes past midnight, Bernouin knocked on the queen’s bedroom door, having come through the cardinal’s secret corridor. Anne of Austria opened the door herself, dressed in a long, warm dressing gown. “It’s you, Bernouin,” she said.

“Is Monsieur d’Artagnan here?”

“Yes, madame, in your private chamber. He is waiting for your majesty to be ready.”

“I am ready. Please go and tell Laporte to wake and dress the king, and then proceed to summon the Marechal de Villeroy to me.”

Bernouin bowed and left. The queen entered her chamber, illuminated by a single lamp of Venetian crystal. She saw D’Artagnan waiting for her. “Is it you?” she asked. “Yes, madame,” he replied.

“Are you prepared?”

“I am.”

“And what about his eminence, the cardinal?”

“He has departed without any incident.”

“He is waiting for Your Majesty at Cours la Reine.”

“But in what carriage do we depart?”

“I have arranged everything; a carriage is waiting for Your Majesty below.”

“Let us go to the king.”

D’Artagnan bowed and accompanied the queen. Young Louis was already dressed, except for his shoes and doublet. He had allowed himself to be dressed, filled with astonishment, and overwhelmed Laporte with questions. Laporte could only answer, “Sire, it is by the queen’s orders.”

The bedclothes were thrown back, revealing the king’s bed linen, which was so worn that holes showed in several places. This was one of the consequences of Mazarin’s stinginess. The queen entered, and D’Artagnan stood by the door. As soon as the child saw the queen, he broke free from Laporte and ran to greet her. Anne gestured for D’Artagnan to come closer, and he obeyed.

“My son,” said Anne of Austria, pointing to the calm musketeer who stood bareheaded, “this is Monsieur d’Artagnan, as brave as the ancient heroes you love to hear about from my ladies. Remember his name and take a good look at his face, so you won’t forget him, for tonight he will perform a great service for us.”

The young king looked at the officer with his large eyes and repeated, “Monsieur d’Artagnan.”

“That’s right, my son.”

Slowly, the young king raised his small hand toward the musketeer, who knelt and kissed it. “Monsieur d’Artagnan,” Louis repeated, “very well, madame.”

At that moment, they were startled by a noise that sounded like an approaching tumult. “What is that?” exclaimed the queen. “Oh, oh!” replied d’Artagnan, listening keenly and watching closely. “It’s the murmur of the people in revolt.”

“We must flee,” said the queen.

“Your majesty has put me in charge of this situation; it’s better to wait and see what they want.”

“Monsieur d’Artagnan!”

“I will take responsibility for everything.”

Nothing spreads more quickly than confidence.

The queen, full of spirit and courage, quickly recognized these qualities in another. “Do as you wish,” she said, “I trust you.”

“Will your majesty allow me to give orders in your name for this situation?”

“Command as you wish, sir.”

“What do the people want now?” the king asked.

“We will find out, sire,” D’Artagnan replied as he hurried out. The commotion kept growing, filling the Palais Royal with noise. Shouts echoed from within, their meaning unclear. Clearly, unrest and dissent were brewing.

The king, half-dressed, the queen, and Laporte remained in the same state and almost the same place, listening and waiting. Comminges, who was on guard that night at the Palais Royal, rushed in. He had about two hundred men stationed in the courtyards and stables, and he put them at the queen’s disposal.

“Well,” Anne of Austria asked when D’Artagnan returned, “what does this mean?”

“It means, madame, that word has spread that the queen has left the Palais Royal with the king, and the people are demanding proof that it isn’t true, or they threaten to demolish the Palais Royal.”

“Oh, this is too much!” the queen exclaimed. “I will prove to them that I have not left.”

D’Artagnan recognized the fierce determination on the queen’s face and sensed she was about to give a rash command. He stepped closer and spoke low: “Does your majesty still trust me?”

His tone took her by surprise. “Yes, sir,” she replied, “I have complete confidence; go ahead.”

“Will the queen let me give some advice?”

“Speak.”

“Let your majesty dismiss M. de Comminges and tell him to stay with his men in the guardhouse and stables.”

Comminges shot D’Artagnan an envious look, the sort every courtier gives when a new favorite appears. “You hear, Comminges?” the queen said. D’Artagnan, with quick insight, noticed the anxious look in his eyes. “Monsieur de Comminges,” he said, “forgive me; we are both servants of the queen, aren’t we? This time it is my turn to serve her; please don’t resent my good luck.”

Comminges bowed and left. “Well,” D’Artagnan thought, “there’s one more enemy for me.”

“And now,” the queen said, facing D’Artagnan, “what do we do?”

“You should notice, rather than calming down, the noise is only getting louder.”

“Madame,” D’Artagnan replied, “the people want to see the king, and they must see him.”

“What? They must see him? Where—on the balcony?”

“No, madame, but right here, sleeping in his bed.”

“Oh, your majesty,” exclaimed Laporte, “Monsieur D’Artagnan is right.”

The queen fell silent, thinking, her smile betraying her cleverness. “Indeed,” she murmured. “Monsieur Laporte,” D’Artagnan continued, “go tell the people through the grating that they will be satisfied, and in five minutes’ time, they will not only see the king, but they will see him in bed. Tell them the king is sleeping, and the queen asks for silence so he’s not disturbed.”

“But not everyone; perhaps a delegation of two or four people.”

“Everyone, madame.”

“Think about it; they’ll keep us here until dawn.”

“It won’t take more than fifteen minutes, I assure you, madame. Trust me, I know the people; they’re like a big child who only needs to be appeased. Faced with the sleeping king, they’ll be quiet, gentle, and timid as lambs.”

“Go, Laporte,” the queen ordered.

The young king came to his mother and asked, “Why should I do what these people want?”

“This must be done, my son,” answered Anne of Austria. “But if they say, ‘it must be’ to me, am I not the king anymore?”

The queen was silent. “Sire,” said D’Artagnan, “may I ask you a question?”

Louis XIV turned, surprised that anyone would address him. But the queen squeezed his hand. “Yes, go ahead,” he said.

“Does Your Majesty remember playing in the park of Fontainebleau or in the palace courtyards at Versailles, when the sky suddenly darkened and you heard thunder?”

“Yes, certainly.”

“Well then, that sound of thunder, no matter how much you wished to keep playing, was saying, ‘Go inside, sire. You must.’”

“Of course, sir; but they say that thunder is the voice of God.”

“Then, sire,” D’Artagnan concluded, “listen to the noise of the people; you’ll notice it’s like thunder.”

At that moment, a terrible murmur drifted in on the night breeze, then suddenly grew silent. “Wait, sire,” said D’Artagnan. “They’ve just told the people you’re asleep; see, you’re still king.”

The queen looked at this unusual man in wonder. His brilliant courage made him the equal of the bravest, and his intelligence matched the cleverest. Just then, Laporte came in. “Well, Laporte?” the queen asked. “Madame,” he replied, “Monsieur d’Artagnan’s prediction was correct; they’re calm, almost magically so.”

“The doors are about to open, and they’ll be here in five minutes.”

“Laporte,” the queen said, “what if you put one of your sons in the king’s place? We could slip away during that time.”

“If your majesty wants,” Laporte replied, “my sons, like me, are at your service.”

“Not at all,” D’Artagnan intervened. “If one of them recognizes the king and realizes it’s only a substitute, all would be lost.”

“You are right, as always,” said Anne of Austria. “Laporte, put the king in bed.”

Laporte carefully placed the king, still dressed, in bed and covered him up to his shoulders with a sheet. The queen leaned over and kissed his forehead. “Pretend to sleep, Louis,” she told him. “Yes,” the king replied, “but I don’t want any of those men touching me.”

“Sire, I am here,” D’Artagnan said. “I give you my word that if anyone dares to approach, he will pay for it with his life.”

“And what should we do now?” the queen asked as footsteps neared.

“Monsieur Laporte, go to them and remind them to be silent. Madame, please wait at the door while I stand at the head of the king’s bed, ready to defend him with my life.”

Laporte went out, the queen stayed near the curtains, and D’Artagnan slipped behind them.

Then came the heavy, measured footsteps of a crowd of men, and the queen herself lifted the tapestries and put a finger to her lips. Seeing the queen, the men stopped, showing her respect. “Come in, gentlemen, come in,” said the queen. In that moment, some in the crowd hesitated, their boldness turning to embarrassment. They had expected resistance, to force their way in, to overpower guards. Instead, the gates had opened freely, and the king, at least on the surface, had no other protector at his bedside but his mother.

The first started to stammer and tried to retreat. “Come in, gentlemen,” said Laporte, “since the queen wishes you to do so.”

Then a bolder man stepped through the door and quietly approached on tiptoe. The others quickly followed, filling the room silently, as if they were the most respectful courtiers. Outside, those who could not enter craned their necks to see inside. D’Artagnan watched everything through a gap in the curtain, and immediately recognized Planchet as the first man to enter. “Sir,” the queen said to him, thinking he was the leader of the group, “you wanted to see the king, and I have chosen to show him to you myself.”

“Come closer and see if we look like people trying to escape.”

“No, certainly not,” replied Planchet, a bit surprised by the unexpected honor. “You will tell my good and loyal Parisians,” Anne continued with a smile that D’Artagnan could see through, “that you have seen the king sleeping in bed and the queen preparing to retire.”

“I will tell them, madame, and those here with me will bear witness; but—”

“But what?” asked Anne. “If your majesty will allow me,” said Planchet, “is it truly the king there?”

Anne of Austria was startled. “If any of you know the king, step forward and tell us if it is truly his majesty.”

A man wrapped in a cloak, his face half-hidden, approached the bed and leaned over. For a moment, D’Artagnan thought he had evil intent and instinctively reached for his sword. But as the man leaned down, some of his face was revealed, and D’Artagnan recognized the coadjutor. “It is indeed the king,” the man said as he straightened up.

“God bless his majesty!”

“Yes,” the leader echoed softly, “God bless his majesty!” The angry men, moved by compassion, offered their blessings to the royal child. “Now,” Planchet said, “let us thank the queen. My friends, we may leave.”

They all bowed and quietly filed out as they had entered. Planchet, first in, was the last to leave. The queen stopped him. “What is your name, my friend?” she asked.

Planchet, surprised by the question, paused. “Yes,” the queen continued, “I feel just as honored by your visit tonight as if you were a prince, and I’d like to know your name.”

“Yes,” Planchet thought, “like a prince—no, thank you.”

D’Artagnan felt a pang of anxiety, fearing Planchet, tempted like the crow in the fable, might reveal his real name, which would connect him to D’Artagnan. “Madame,” Planchet respectfully answered, “I am called Dulaurier, at your service.”

“Thank you, Monsieur Dulaurier,” the queen said. “And what is your profession?”

“Madame, I am a clothier on Rue Bourdonnais.”

“That is all I wished to know,” the queen said. “Thank you, Monsieur Dulaurier. You will hear from me again.”

“Ah, I see,” D’Artagnan thought as he emerged from behind the curtain. “Clearly, Monsieur Planchet is shrewd; he’s had a good education.”

The strange actors of this scene stood silently: the queen by the door, D’Artagnan half-concealed, and the king ready to collapse back onto his bed at the slightest sound from the crowd. Instead of returning, the noise faded away completely.

The queen sighed with relief. D’Artagnan wiped the sweat from his forehead, and the king got off his bed, saying, “Let’s go.”

At that moment, Laporte returned. “Well?” the queen asked.

“Well, madame,” replied the valet, “I followed them to the gates. They proudly told their friends they had seen the king and spoken with the queen; in fact, they left satisfied and happy.”

“Oh, those w




Chapter LIII: How D’Artagnan and Porthos Earned Money by Selling Straw

Mazarin was anxious to leave for Saint Germain right away, but the queen insisted on waiting for those she had arranged to meet. Still, she offered Laporte’s place in her carriage to the cardinal, who accepted, moving from one carriage to another. There was some truth to the rumor that the king planned to leave Paris under the cover of night. Ten or twelve people had known the secret since six o’clock, and no matter how carefully they tried, they couldn’t give the necessary orders for departure without arousing suspicion. Moreover, each person cared for one or two others, and since it was clear that the queen was leaving Paris with grim intentions of revenge, everyone had warned their parents and friends about what was about to happen. As a result, news of the imminent departure spread rapidly through the streets.

The first carriage to arrive after the queen’s was that of the Prince de Condé, with the princess and the dowager princess. Both ladies had been woken in the middle of the night and were bewildered by the situation. The second carriage held the Duke and Duchess of Orleans, the tall young Mademoiselle, and the Abbé de la Rivière. In the third were the Duke de Longueville and the Prince de Conti, who were Condé’s brother and brother-in-law. As soon as they got out, they hurried to pay their respects to the king and queen in their coach.

The queen fixed her gaze on the carriage they had just left and, seeing it was empty, asked, “But where is Madame de Longueville?”

“Ah, yes, where is my sister?” the prince inquired.

“Madame de Longueville is unwell,” the duke answered. “She asked me to excuse her to Your Majesty.”

Anne glanced quickly at Mazarin, who responded with a faint shake of his head.

“What do you make of this?” the queen asked.

“I believe she’s being held as a hostage by the Parisians,” the cardinal answered.

“Why hasn’t she come?” the prince asked quietly, turning to his brother.

“Hush,” the duke whispered, “she has her reasons.”

“She’ll ruin us!” the prince exclaimed.

“She’ll save us,” Conti replied.

Carriages kept arriving; those of Marechal de Villeroy, Guitant, Villequier, and Comminges lined up. The two musketeers soon appeared, holding the horses for D’Artagnan and Porthos. The two quickly mounted up, while Porthos’s coachman took D’Artagnan’s place on the royal carriage box. Mousqueton assumed the role of coachman, driving while standing, for reasons known only to himself—like Automedon in ancient times. Although distracted by many details, the queen tried to catch the Gascon’s eye. But D’Artagnan, ever cautious, merged into the crowd.

“Let’s get ahead,” he said to Porthos, “and find a good place to stay in Saint Germain. No one will notice us, and honestly, I’m exhausted.”

“As for me,” Porthos replied, “I’m about to fall asleep, which is strange since we haven’t had any fighting. Truly, the Parisians are foolish.”

“Or maybe we’re just very clever,” D’Artagnan suggested.

“Maybe.”

“And how’s your wrist?”

“Better. But do you think we’ll finally get what we want?”

“Get what?”

“Your command and my title?”

“Certainly! I expect so—if they forget, I’ll remind them.”

“The queen’s voice! She’s speaking,” Porthos said. “I think she wants to ride horseback.”

“Oh, she’d love that, but—”

“But what?”

“The cardinal won’t allow it. Gentlemen,” he added, turning to the two musketeers, “please stay with the royal carriage. We’ll go ahead to find lodging.”

D’Artagnan set out for Saint Germain, with Porthos following. “We’ll go on, gentlemen,” said the queen. The royal carriage rolled on, accompanied by the other coaches and about fifty horsemen. They reached Saint Germain with no trouble. As the queen stepped down, she found the prince waiting for her, bareheaded, ready to offer his hand.

“What a rude awakening for the Parisians!” the queen said, smiling.

“It’s war,” replied the prince.

“Well then, let it be war! Aren’t we accompanied by the conqueror of Rocroy, Nordlingen, and Lens?”

The prince bowed deeply.

It was three o’clock in the morning when the queen began to walk, with everyone following her. Around two hundred people had joined her in her escape. “Gentlemen,” the queen said with a laugh, “please make yourselves at home in the chateau; it’s large, and there’s room for all of you. But since we never intended to come here, I hear there are only three beds: one for the king, one for me—”

“And one for the cardinal,” the prince muttered.

“Am I—am I really to sleep on the floor?” Gaston d’Orleans asked, making a face.

“No, my prince,” Mazarin replied, “the third bed is for your highness.”

“But what about your eminence?” the prince replied.

“I,” Mazarin said, “will not sleep at all; I have work to do.”

Gaston wanted to be shown to his room, unconcerned about where his wife and daughter would sleep. “Well, I’m going to bed,” said D’Artagnan. “Come along, Porthos.”

Porthos followed the lieutenant, always trusting his friend’s judgment. They wandered from one end of the chateau to the other, Porthos watching D’Artagnan, who was quietly counting on his fingers.

“Four hundred, at a pistole each—four hundred pistoles.”

“Yes,” Porthos cut in, “four hundred pistoles; but who’s going to earn four hundred pistoles?”

“A pistole isn’t enough,” D’Artagnan replied. “It’s worth a louis.”

“What’s worth a louis?”

“Four hundred, at a louis each, makes four hundred louis.”

“Four hundred?” Porthos repeated, “Yes, there’s two hundred of them, and each needs two; that makes four hundred.”

“But four hundred of what?”

“Listen!” D’Artagnan exclaimed. But with so many people around, all amazed by the arrival of the court, he leaned in to whisper in his friend’s ear.

“I see,” Porthos replied, “I understand completely; on my honor, two hundred louis each would be nice indeed. But what will people think?”

“Let them think what they like; besides, how will they know what we’re doing?”

“But who will give out these items?” Porthos asked. “Isn’t Mousqueton available?”

“But he’s in my livery; my livery would be recognized,” Porthos said. “He could turn his coat inside out.”

“You’re always right, my dear friend,” Porthos said. “But where do you come up with these ideas?”

D’Artagnan grinned.

The two friends went down the first street they saw. Porthos knocked on the door of a house on the right, while D’Artagnan knocked on the door of a house on the left.

“We need some straw,” they said.

“Sir, we don’t have any,” answered the people who opened up. “But you might try the hay dealer.”

“Where’s the hay dealer?”

“At the last big door on this street.”

“Are there other straw sellers in Saint Germain?”

“Yes, there’s the landlord of the Lamb, and Gros-Louis the farmer; both live on Rue des Ursulines.”

“Thank you.”

D’Artagnan hurried to the hay dealer and bought one hundred and fifty bundles of straw at three pistoles each. He next approached the innkeeper and purchased two hundred bundles at the same price. Finally, Farmer Louis sold him eighty bundles, bringing the total to four hundred and thirty. There wasn’t any more in Saint Germain. Gathering all this took just half an hour. Mousqueton, properly trained, took charge of their new venture.

He was warned not to let a single bundle go for less than a louis, and they trusted him with straw worth four hundred and thirty louis. D’Artagnan, carrying three bundles of straw, returned to the chateau, where everyone, shivering from the cold and half-asleep, envied the king, the queen, and the Duke of Orleans, all resting comfortably on camp beds. The lieutenant’s entrance sparked laughter in the grand drawing room, but he paid no attention, instead setting up his straw bed with such skill, precision, and cheer that those who couldn’t sleep began to yearn for it.

“Straw!” they all cried, “Straw! Where can we get some?”

“I know where it is,” replied the Gascon. He led them to Mousqueton, who handed out the bundles at a louis apiece.

It was a steep price, but the people were desperate to sleep—and who wouldn’t pay two or three louis for a few hours of comfort? D’Artagnan offered up his own bed many times—he had, after all, paid a louis for it himself—and made thirty louis in less than half an hour. By five in the morning, straw was selling at eighty francs a bundle, and there was none left. D’Artagnan had wisely saved four bundles for himself. Pocketing the key to the room where they were hidden, he and Porthos headed back to Mousqueton to settle accounts. Mousqueton, faithful as ever, handed over four hundred and thirty louis, keeping one hundred for himself. Not realizing what had happened in the chateau, Mousqueton regretted that he hadn’t come up with this clever scheme on his own.

D’Artagnan tucked the gold into his hat, and on his way back to the chateau, he split it with Porthos. Each had earned two hundred and fifteen louis. Porthos realized too late that he didn’t have any straw for himself and hurried to Mousqueton, but the last of it had already been sold.

Porthos then went to D’Artagnan, who, thanks to his four bundles, was already enjoying the idea of a wonderfully soft bed, so well-stuffed at the head and well-covered at the foot, it would have made even the king jealous—if His Majesty weren’t already asleep in his own bed. D’Artagnan didn’t want to give up his bed, but after Porthos offered four louis, he let him share it.

D’Artagnan placed his sword at the head of the bed, his pistols at his side, draped his cloak over his feet, set his felt hat on top, and settled himself comfortably on the straw, which rustled beneath him. He was already slipping into delightful dreams about his two hundred and nineteen louis, earned in a quarter of an hour, when a voice called from the hall door, breaking his reverie.

“Monsieur d’Artagnan!” it called.

“Here!” Porthos replied, “I’m here!”

Porthos realized that if D’Artagnan was summoned away, he’d get the bed to himself. An officer approached.

“I’m here for you, Monsieur d’Artagnan.”

“Who sent you?” D’Artagnan asked.

“His eminence sent me.”

“Tell his eminence I’m going to bed, and as a friend, I recommend he do the same.”

“His eminence isn’t going to bed, nor intends to. He wants you now.”

“Curse Mazarin, who never sleeps at the right time. What does he want with me?”

“Is this to make me a captain? In that case, I’ll forgive him.”

With a grumble, the musketeer got up, took his sword, hat, pistols, and cloak, and followed the officer. Meanwhile, Porthos, now with the bed to himself, tried to fall asleep as swiftly as his friend had.

“Monsieur d’Artagnan,” said the cardinal when he saw him, “I haven’t forgotten the dedication you’ve shown me. I intend to prove it to you now.”

“Good,” thought the Gascon, “this is promising.”

“Monsieur d’Artagnan,” he went on, “do you want to be a captain?”

“Yes, my lord.”

“And your friend hopes to become a baron?”

“At this very moment, my lord, he’s probably dreaming of it.”

“Then,” Mazarin said, pulling out a letter he’d already shown D’Artagnan, “take this dispatch to England.”

D’Artagnan looked at the envelope; it was unaddressed.

“I’m not even to know whom to present this to?”

“You’ll find out once you reach London; you may open the outer envelope there.”

“What are my instructions?”

“Follow the orders of the man this letter is addressed to. You’re to go to Boulogne.”

“At the Royal Arms of England, you’ll find a young man named Mordaunt.”

“Yes, my lord. What am I to do with this young man?”

“Follow him wherever he leads.”

D’Artagnan stared at the cardinal in astonishment.

“Those are your instructions,” Mazarin said. “Now, go!”

“Go! Easy to say—but I need money, and I have none.”

“Oh! So you have nothing?”

“Nothing, my lord.”

“But what about the diamond I gave you yesterday?”

“I’d prefer to keep it as a memento of your eminence.”

Mazarin sighed.

“Living in England is expensive, especially as an envoy.”

“Good heavens!” Mazarin went on. “People there are very reserved, and ever since the revolution, their habits have grown quite simple; but never mind that.”

He pulled open a drawer and took out a purse.

“What do you say to a thousand crowns?”

D’Artagnan made a dramatic pout.

“My lord, that’s not much, especially since I’ll need to take someone with me.”

Monsieur du Vallon, that fine gentleman, is someone I hold in the highest regard, just after you, Monsieur d’Artagnan.”

“Then, my lord,” D’Artagnan said, gesturing to the purse Mazarin held, “if you think so highly of him, you see what I mean?”

“Fine! For his sake, I’ll add two hundred crowns.”

“Scoundrel!” D’Artagnan muttered under his breath. Then aloud, “When we return, can my friend and I expect our rewards—his barony and my promotion?”

“On Mazarin’s honor,” came the answer.

“I’d prefer a different guarantee,” D’Artagnan thought to himself. Then he asked, “May I see Her Majesty the Queen before I go?”

“She’s asleep, and you must leave now,” Mazarin replied. “Go, please.”

“One last thing: if there’s fighting, will I have to fight?”

“Just follow the orders of the person to whom the letter is addressed.”

“Very well,” said D’Artagnan, reaching for the cash. “Please accept my best regards, my lord.”

D’Artagnan then told the officer, “Please be kind enough to wake Monsieur du Vallon and tell him it’s by the cardinal’s order. I’ll wait for him at the stables.”

The officer left, eager as if he had a personal stake in the matter. Porthos was snoring away when someone tapped his shoulder.

“I’m from the cardinal,” the officer said.

“Heigho!” Porthos exclaimed, opening his big eyes. “What do you want?”

“His eminence has ordered you to England, and Monsieur d’Artagnan is waiting in the stables.”

Porthos sighed, got up, took his hat, pistols, and cloak, and left, casting a regretful glance at the couch where he’d hoped to sleep. No sooner had he stepped away than the officer settled into the spot he’d left, and before Porthos had even crossed the threshold, his successor was already snoring. It was only natural, as he was the only person in the whole company, aside from the king, queen, and Duke of Orleans, who slept without any worry.




Chapter LIV: In Which we Hear Tidings of Aramis

D’Artagnan went directly to the stables; dawn was just breaking. He found his horse and Porthos’s tied to an empty manger. Feeling sorry for the poor animals, he walked to a corner of the stable where he noticed some straw. Reaching for it, he accidentally kicked something—someone shouted and got up, rubbing his eyes. It was Mousqueton, who, having no straw for himself, had taken some from the horses.

“Mousqueton,” called D’Artagnan, “get ready! We have to go!”

Mousqueton, recognizing his master’s friend, jumped up, dropping a few louis he’d secretly pocketed during the night.

“Oh!”

“Ha!” D’Artagnan said, picking up a louis and showing it. “Here’s a louis that smells of straw.”

Mousqueton blushed, but D’Artagnan laughed. “Porthos would be angry, but I forgive you. Let’s make sure this gold brings us joy—so cheer up, and let’s go.”

Mousqueton quickly adopted a cheerful attitude, saddled the horses, and mounted his own without protest. Just then, Porthos showed up, looking very grumpy, surprised to see the lieutenant so calm and Mousqueton almost cheerful.

“Ah, I see!” he exclaimed. “You’ve got your promotion and I’ve got my barony.”

“We’re off to claim them,” D’Artagnan replied. “When we return, Mazarin will sign the patents.”

“And where are we heading?” Porthos asked.

“To Paris first; I have affairs to settle.”

They set out for Paris. Upon arriving at the city gates, they were amazed by the tense mood. A broken-down carriage, surrounded by an angry crowd, caught their attention, as people trying to flee were being caught—specifically, an old man and two women. As the friends approached, the crowd treated them with every courtesy, mistaking them for deserters from the royal party and trying to win them over.

“What is the king doing?” they asked.

“He’s sleeping.”

“And what about the Spanish woman?”

“She’s dreaming.”

“And the cursed Italian?”

“He’s awake, so be on your guard. They haven’t left for nothing, rest assured. But since you’re the strongest,” D’Artagnan went on, “don’t use your strength on old men and women. Save your anger for better causes.”

The crowd listened and released the ladies, who thanked D’Artagnan with a meaningful look.

“Now! On we go!” shouted the Gascon.

They went on, passing the barricades, jostled along, giving and receiving questions. At the Palais Royal, D’Artagnan noticed a sergeant drilling six or seven hundred townspeople. It was Planchet, adopting the style of the Piedmont regiment. As D’Artagnan walked by, Planchet recognized his old master.

“Good day, Monsieur d’Artagnan,” Planchet said with pride.

“Good day, Monsieur Dulaurier,” D’Artagnan replied.

Planchet stopped, staring at D’Artagnan. The first row of troops, seeing their sergeant stop, did the same, and so on down the line.

“These citizens are truly ridiculous,” D’Artagnan remarked to Porthos.

A few minutes later, he arrived at the Hotel de la Chevrette, where the pretty hostess, Madeleine, greeted him.

“My dear Mistress Turquaine,” the Gascon said, “lock up your money if you have any; hide your jewels if you have any; collect your debts, and don’t pay your creditors.”

“Why on earth?” asked Madeleine.

“Because Paris is about to go up in smoke, like Babylon—you must have heard of it.”

“And you’re leaving me right now?”

“This very minute.”

“Where are you going?”

“Ah, if only I knew, you’d be doing me a big favor.”

“Oh dear!”

“Oh dear!” D’Artagnan responded. “Any letters for me?” He asked, wishing to signal the hostess that her tears would get her nowhere.

“There’s one just arrived,” she replied, handing him the letter.

“From Athos!” D’Artagnan exclaimed, recognizing the writing.

“Ah!” said Porthos, “let’s hear it.”

D’Artagnan opened the letter and read:


“Dear D’Artagnan, dear Du Vallon, my good friends, this may be the last time you hear from me. Aramis and I are very unhappy; but with God, our courage, and the memory of our friendship, we find strength.”

Think often of Raoul. I am entrusting you with certain papers located in Blois. In two and a half months, if you haven’t heard from us, please take possession of them.






Chapter LV: The Scotchman

Now, dear readers, we must leave the Standard and set out on a journey—not toward London, where D’Artagnan and Porthos believed they were headed, but to Durham. Mordaunt had been instructed to go there by a letter he received while staying in Boulogne, and we will accompany him to the royalist camp, located on this side of the Tyne, near Newcastle.

It was midnight, and a few Highlanders were standing guard in a rather relaxed manner. The moon, partially hidden behind thick clouds, sometimes shone on the muskets of the sentinels and cast a silvery light over the town’s walls, roofs, and spires—the same town Charles I had just surrendered to the parliamentary forces. Meanwhile, Oxford and Newark still resisted for him, hoping to negotiate some kind of settlement.

At one end of the camp, near a large tent where the Scottish officers were holding a council led by Lord Leven, their commander, a man dressed as a cavalier lay sleeping on the grass, his right hand on his sword. About fifty paces away, another man, also dressed as a cavalier, was talking with a Scottish sentinel. Although he was a foreigner, he seemed to understand the answers given in the thick Perthshire accent quite easily.

As the Newcastle town clock struck one, the sleeper woke. With all the motions of someone rising from a deep sleep, he looked around carefully. Seeing he was alone, he got up and walked in a wide arc, passing close to the cavalier who was speaking to the sentinel. The conversation seemed finished, because the second man soon said goodnight and, in a casual manner, followed the same path as the first. In the shadow of a tent, the first cavalier was waiting for him.

“Well, my dear friend?” he asked in perfect French, as pure as you’d hear between Rouen and Tours.

“Well, my friend, we mustn’t lose a moment; the king must be informed at once.”

“What’s happened?”

“It would take too long to explain, and you’ll know soon enough. Besides, even a word let slip here could ruin everything. We must find Lord Winter.”

They hurried to the other end of the camp, only about five hundred feet away, and quickly reached the tent they were searching for.

“Tony, is your master asleep?” one of the gentlemen asked a servant lounging in the outer compartment, which served as an anteroom.

“No, monsieur le comte,” the servant answered. “I don’t think so; not for long at least. He was pacing back and forth for more than two hours after he saw the king, and I only stopped hearing his steps about ten minutes ago. But you can check for yourselves,” the servant added, lifting the tent’s curtain.

Lord Winter sat near an opening that served as a window, letting in the night air. His eyes mechanically followed the path of the moon, which was at times hidden by heavy clouds, as mentioned earlier.

The two friends approached Winter, who was resting his head in his hands, gazing at the sky. He did not notice their entrance and remained in that pose until he felt a hand on his shoulder. Turning, he recognized Athos and Aramis and held out his hand to greet them.

“Did you notice,” he said, “how blood-red the moon is tonight?”

“No,” Athos replied. “It looks much the same to me as usual.”

“Look again, chevalier,” Winter urged.

“I must admit,” Aramis said, “I see nothing unusual, like the Comte de la Fère.”

“My lord,” Athos said, “with all that threatens us, we should be watching the ground, not the sky. Have you judged our Scottish troops—and do you trust them?”

“The Scots?” Winter asked. “Which Scots?”

“Ours, of course!” Athos exclaimed.

“Those the king has entrusted—Lord Leven’s Highlanders.”

“No,” Winter answered, pausing briefly. “But you must tell me—can you really not see the reddish tinge on the sky?”

“Not at all,” said Aramis and Athos together.

“Go on,” Winter pressed, still preoccupied. “Isn’t there a French story that Henry IV, the night before his murder, while playing chess with M. de Bassompière, saw blood spots on the chessboard?”

“Yes,” Athos affirmed. “The Marshal has often told me about it.”

“Then it must be true,” Winter murmured. “And the next day, Henry IV was killed.”

“But what connection does this vision of Henry IV have to you, my lord?” Aramis asked.

“None; I was foolish to burden you with these thoughts, especially when such a late-night visit means you have important news.”

“Yes, my lord,” Athos said. “I must speak with the king.”

“But the king is asleep.”

“It’s vital I speak to him.”

“Cannot it wait until tomorrow?”

“He must know at once—it may already be too late.”

“As you wish,” Lord Winter said.

His tent was set up beside the royal marquee, linked by a corridor. This corridor was not watched by a soldier, but a faithful servant, through whom Charles could communicate with his trusted subject in emergencies.

“These gentlemen are with me,” Winter said. The servant bowed and let them pass. As he had said, the king was lying on a camp bed, wearing his black doublet, his boots on but his belt removed, his felt hat beside him—overcome by sleep and exhaustion.

They entered, and Athos, leading, paused quietly, looking at the pale, noble face framed by unkempt long hair, the blue veins visible through thin skin on the temples. The king’s eyes looked swollen from tears. Athos let out a deep sigh, which pulled the king from his light sleep. He opened his eyes.

“Ah!” he said, propping himself on his elbow, “is that you, Comte de la Fère?”

“Yes, sire,” Athos answered.

“You watched while I slept; do you bring news?”

“Alas, sire, you surmise correctly.”

“Is it bad news?”

“Yes, sire.”

“No matter; the messenger is always welcome. You never come without also bringing comfort.”

“You, whose loyalty knows no bounds or struggles, sent by Henrietta—whatever the news, please speak it.”

“Sire, Cromwell arrived tonight in Newcastle.”

“Ah!” the king said quickly. “Has he come to fight?”

“No, sire, he has come to buy your Majesty.”

“What did you say?”

“I said, sire, that the Scottish army is owed four hundred thousand pounds.”

“For back pay; yes, I know. For a year, my loyal Highlanders have fought for nothing but honor.”

Athos smiled. “Well, sire, though honor is noble, they’re tired of it. Tonight, they have sold you for two hundred thousand pounds—half what is owed.”

“Impossible!” the king cried. “The Scots could sell their king for two hundred thousand pounds! Who is the traitor behind this shameful transaction?”

“Lord Leven.”

“Are you certain?”

“I heard it myself.”

The king sighed deeply, as if his heart would break, and buried his face in his hands.

“Oh! The Scots,” he mourned, “the Scots I called ‘my faithful,’ to whom I surrendered when I could have fled to Oxford!”

“The Scots, my brothers! But can you be sure of this, sir?”

“Hiding behind Lord Leven’s tent, I saw everything and heard it all!”

“And when is this to happen?”

“This very morning; so, sire, there is no time to lose!”

“To do what? You say I am betrayed.”

“To cross the Tyne, escape to Scotland, and join Lord Montrose, who has not abandoned you.”

“And what would I do in Scotland? Wage partisan war—unworthy of a king.”

“Robert Bruce’s example would defend you, sire.”

“No, no! I have fought too long; they have betrayed me and must answer for it. The eternal shame of treachery will be on them.”

“Sire,” Athos implored, “perhaps a king may refuse to flee, but not a husband and father. I come on behalf of your wife, your daughter, and your children still in London. I beg you, ‘Live, sire’—it is Heaven’s will.”

The king straightened, put on his belt, and wiped his damp forehead with a handkerchief, saying:

“Well, then, what should I do?”

“Sire, is there a regiment in the army you trust fully?”

“Winter,” the king said, “do you trust yours?”

“Sire, they are only men, and men have grown weak and wicked.”

“I trust them with my life, but would hesitate to trust them with your safety, sire.”

“Well!” Athos said. “Since you have no regiment, we are three devoted men. That’s enough. You should mount your horse and stay between us; we will cross the Tyne, reach Scotland, and you will be safe.”

“Is this your advice too, Winter?” the king asked.

“Yes, sire.”

“And yours, Monsieur d’Herblay?”

“Yes, sire.”

“Very well then. Winter, give the necessary orders.”

Winter left the tent while the king finished preparing.

The first rays of dawn were already streaming through the tent’s opening when Winter returned. “All is ready, sire,” he said.

“And for us?” Athos asked.

“Grimaud and Blaisois have your horses, already saddled and waiting,” Winter replied.

“In that case,” Athos said, “let us go!”

“Let’s go,” echoed the king.

“Sire,” Aramis said, “shouldn’t you alert some of your friends?”

“Friends!” Charles answered, his voice tinged with sadness. “I have only three—one who has been my friend these twenty years and has never failed me, and two who have been my friends just a week, yet whom I’ll remember all my life. Come, gentlemen, let’s go!”

The king left the tent, finding his horse already waiting.

The king had a chestnut horse he’d ridden for three years, and he was fond of it. The horse neighed gleefully on seeing him. “Ah!” the king said, “I was mistaken—here is a creature that truly loves me. At least, you will be loyal to me, Arthur.”

The horse, as if it understood, extended its red nostrils toward the king’s face and bared its teeth in delight.

“Yes, yes,” the king said, gently stroking it. “Yes, my Arthur, you are a devoted friend.”

After this brief moment, Charles mounted and turned to Athos, Aramis, and Winter.

“Now, gentlemen, I am ready.”

But Athos was staring at a dark line along the Tyne’s bank, seeming to stretch out twice the length of the camp.

“What is that line?” Athos exclaimed, his sight still clouded by the faint dawn.

“What is that line? I didn’t see it yesterday.”

“It’s probably the rising mist from the river,” the king said.

“Your Majesty, it looks more solid than mist.”

“Yes, indeed!” Winter said. “To me, it’s like a red bar.”

“It’s the enemy, launching an attack from Newcastle, surrounding us!” Athos exclaimed.

“The enemy!” repeated the king.

“Yes—it’s too late.”

“Wait—doesn’t that ray of sunlight over there, beside the town, shine on the Ironsides?”

That was the name given to Cromwell’s cuirassiers—his personal guard.

“Ah!” the king exclaimed, “we’ll soon know whether my Highlanders have betrayed me.”

“And what will you do?” Athos said.

“I am about to order my men to attack and scatter these miserable rebels.”

With that, the king spurred his horse and rode toward Lord Leven’s tent.

“Follow him,” Athos commanded.

“Let’s go!” Aramis urged.

“Is the king wounded?” cried Lord Winter.

“I see blood spots on the ground.”

He set off to follow his friends, but Athos stopped him.

“Go call your regiment,” Athos instructed. “We may soon have need of it.”

Winter turned his horse while the two friends hurried on. The king needed only two minutes to reach the Scottish commander’s tent. He dismounted and entered. The general sat inside, with the principal chiefs around him.

“The king!” they exclaimed, startled, rising to their feet.

Charles stood among them, his hat on his head, brows furrowed, tapping his boot with his riding whip.

“Yes, gentlemen, the king himself is here to ask for an explanation of what has taken place.”

“What is the matter, Your Majesty?” Lord Leven asked.

“This, sir,” the king replied, his anger clear, “General Cromwell has arrived at Newcastle; you knew this, but I did not. The enemy has left the town and now blocks the Tyne crossings. Our sentinels have seen this, yet I was kept uninformed. On top of it all, by a dishonorable treaty, you have sold me for two hundred thousand pounds to Parliament. At least I have been warned. That is the state of things, gentlemen; explain yourselves, for I am here to call you to account.”

“Your Majesty,” Lord Leven said uneasily, “you have been deceived by false rumors.”

“My own eyes have seen the enemy draw between me and Scotland, and I can say I almost heard the treaty’s terms debated myself.”

The Scottish leaders looked anxiously at each other.

“Your Majesty,” Lord Leven murmured, shamed, “we are ready to provide every proof of our loyalty.”

“I want only one,” the king said; “deploy the army and prepare to fight.”

“That’s not possible, sire,” the earl replied.

“Why not? What stops you?” exclaimed the king.

“Your majesty knows there is a truce between us and the English army.”

“And the English have already broken it—they’re leaving the town in breach of our agreement. I tell you, come with me through their lines into Scotland. If you refuse, you will wear two titles forever—the scorn of all honest men—you will be called either cowards or traitors!”

The Scots’ eyes flashed, and, as often happens, shame turned into defiance. Two clan leaders stepped forward to face the king.

“Yes,” they said, “we have sworn to free Scotland and England from the man who has drained their blood and treasures for twenty-five years. We have made a promise, and we will fulfill it.”

“Charles Stuart, you are our prisoner.”

Both reached to seize the king, but before they could lay hands on him, both fell—one dead, the other stunned. Aramis had run his sword through the first, Athos struck the other down with his pistol’s butt. As Lord Leven and the others drew back in shock from this sudden, almost miraculous rescue, Athos and Aramis pulled the king out of the treacherous group he had entered so recklessly. They quickly mounted their horses; all three galloped back toward the royal tent. On the way, they met Lord Winter leading his regiment, and the king called out for him to join them.

# Chapter LVI: The Avenger

All four entered the tent, unprepared and in need of a plan. The king sank into an armchair.

“I am lost,” he said.  
“No, sire,” Athos replied. “You have only been betrayed.”

The king sighed deeply.

“Betrayed! Yes, betrayed by the Scots, among whom I was born, whom I have always loved more than the English. Oh, how you have betrayed me!”  
“Sire,” Athos replied, “this is not the time for accusations; it is a moment for you to show your strength as a king and as a gentleman. Rise, sire! Rise! For here you have at least three men who will never betray you.”

"Ah! If only there were five of us!" Athos murmured, thinking of D’Artagnan and Porthos.  
"What do you think?" Charles asked as he stood up.  
"I believe, sire, that we have only one option left. Lord Winter commands his regiment, or nearly so—we need not be exact. He should take the lead with his men while we position ourselves beside Your Majesty. Together, we can cut a path through Cromwell’s army and make our way to Scotland."  
"There is another possibility," Aramis suggested. "One of us could disguise himself and ride the king’s horse."  
"While they chase after him, the king could escape."  
"That is wise counsel," Athos agreed. "If the king would honor one of us by choosing this course, we would be deeply grateful."  
"What do you think of this suggestion, Winter?" the king asked, admiring the two men whose foremost concern seemed to be taking on all the dangers facing him.  
"I believe the only chance to save Your Majesty has just been proposed by Monsieur d’Herblay. I earnestly urge you to act quickly; we have no time to waste."  
"But if I agree to this, it means death or at least imprisonment for whoever takes my place."  
"He will have the honor of saving his king," Winter exclaimed.

The king looked at his old friend, tears welling in his eyes. He took off the Order of the Saint Esprit, which he wore to honor the two Frenchmen, and placed it around Winter's neck. Winter accepted this powerful symbol of his sovereign’s trust and friendship on his knees.

"It's fitting," Athos said. "He has served Your Majesty longer than we have."

The king overheard these words and turned, tears in his eyes.

"Wait a moment, sir," he said. "I have an honor for each of you as well."

He went to a cabinet where he kept his own decorations and took out two ribbons of the Order of the Garter.

“These cannot be for us,” Athos said.  
“Why not, sir?” Charles asked.  
“Such honors are meant for royalty, and we are only commoners.”  
“Do not talk of crowns. Among them, I shall never find hearts as noble as yours. No, you do yourselves a disservice; but I am here to remedy that. Kneel, Count.”

Athos knelt, and the king placed the ribbon from left to right, as was customary. He raised his sword, and instead of the usual words, “I make you a knight,” he paused.

“Be brave, faithful, and loyal,” he said. “You are brave, faithful, and loyal. I knight you, Monsieur le Comte.”

Turning to Aramis, he continued, “Now it’s your turn, Monsieur le Chevalier.”

The same ceremony followed, with the same words, while Winter was unlacing his leather cuirass to get ready to disguise himself as the king. Charles performed the same ceremony for Aramis, embracing them both.

“Sire,” Winter said, feeling renewed strength and energy in this critical moment, “we are ready.”

The king looked at the three gentlemen. “Then we must flee!” he declared.

“Sire, fleeing through an army,” Athos replied, “is called charging in every country in the world.”

“Then I shall die with my sword in hand,” said Charles.

“Monsieur le Comte, Monsieur le Chevalier, if I ever become king—”

“Sire, you have already honored us more than any simple gentlemen could hope for, so our gratitude is truly on your side. But we must not waste time. We have already spent too long.”

The king shook hands with all three, exchanged hats with Winter, and then stepped outside. Winter’s regiment was stationed on high ground overlooking the camp. The king, followed by his three friends, made his way there. The Scottish camp now seemed to come alive; the soldiers emerged from their tents and formed up in battle lines.

“Do you see that?” the king asked. “Perhaps they feel remorse and are preparing to march.”  
“If they are remorseful,” Athos replied, “let them follow us.”  
“Well then,” the king said, “what should we do?”  
“Let’s study the enemy’s army.”

At that moment, the group's eyes were drawn to the same line they had earlier mistaken for fog—now, revealed by the morning sun, it was clearly an army in formation. The air was soft and clear, as it often is at dawn. The regiments, standards, and even the horses’ colors and uniforms were now easily visible. On top of a low rise ahead of the enemy stood a short, stout man surrounded by officers. He raised a spyglass and scanned the small group where the king stood.

“Does this man know you personally, Your Majesty?” Aramis asked. Charles smiled. “That man is Cromwell,” he replied.  
“Then lower your hat, sire, so he doesn’t notice the substitution.”  
“Ah!” Athos exclaimed, “how much time we’ve lost.”

“Now,” the king said, “give the command, and let’s set off.”  
“Will you not give it, sire?” Athos inquired.  
“No; I appoint you my lieutenant-general,” the king declared.  
“Listen, then, Lord Winter.”  
"Please, Your Majesty, allow us to continue. What we are about to discuss does not concern you."

The king smiled and took a few steps back.

"Here’s my proposal," Athos said. "We will divide our regiments into two squadrons. You will lead the first, while His Majesty and I will command the second."

"If nothing stands in our way, we will charge together, break through the enemy's line, and throw ourselves into the Tyne, which we must cross by fording or swimming. However, if we encounter any difficulties, you and your men must fight to the last, while the king and





Chapter LVII: Oliver Cromwell

“Have you been to see the general?” Mordaunt asked D’Artagnan and Porthos. “He sent for you after the battle.”

“We want to secure our prisoners first,” D’Artagnan replied.

“Do you know, sir, that each of these gentlemen is worth fifteen hundred pounds?”

“Oh, rest assured,” Mordaunt replied, trying to soften his expression as he looked at them, “my soldiers will protect them, and I promise you they will do so effectively.”

“I’d rather take care of them myself,” D’Artagnan responded. “All they need is a good room with sentinels, or simply a promise that they won’t try to escape. I’ll go arrange that, and then we’ll present ourselves to the general and receive his orders for his eminence.”

“So you plan to leave right away?” Mordaunt asked. “Our mission is over, and the only thing holding us back now is the pleasure of the great man who sent us.”

The young man bit his lip and whispered to his sergeant, “Follow these men closely and don’t lose sight of them. Once you find out where they’re staying, wait for me at the town gate.”

The sergeant nodded in understanding. Instead of following the group of prisoners being taken into the town, Mordaunt headed toward the rising ground where Cromwell had observed the battle and where his tent had just been set up. Cromwell had given orders that no one be allowed inside, but the sentinel, knowing Mordaunt was one of the general’s most trusted friends, assumed the order didn’t apply to him. Mordaunt lifted the canvas and saw Cromwell seated at a table, his head buried in his hands, his back turned.

Whether he heard Mordaunt as he entered or not, Cromwell remained still. Mordaunt stood by the door, waiting. After a few moments, Cromwell lifted his head as if sensing someone’s presence and slowly turned around. “I said I wanted to be alone,” he exclaimed upon seeing the young man.

“They thought this order didn’t apply to me, sir; however, if you prefer, I am ready to leave.”

“Ah! It’s you, Mordaunt,” said Cromwell, the tension easing from his face. “Since you’re here, it’s fine; you may stay.”

“I’ve come to congratulate you.”

“Congratulate me—on what?”

“On the capture of Charles Stuart.”

“You are now the master of England.”

“I was more so just two hours ago.”

“How so, General?”

“Because England needed me to capture the tyrant, and now that tyrant is captured. Have you seen him?”

“Yes, sir,” Mordaunt replied. “What is his demeanor?”

Mordaunt hesitated, but it seemed he felt compelled to speak the truth. “Calm and dignified,” he said.

“What did he say?”

“Some farewell words to his friends.”

“His friends!” Cromwell murmured. “Does he have any friends?” Then he asked aloud, “Did he put up any resistance?”

“No, sir. Aside from two or three loyalists, everyone deserted him; he had no means of resistance.”

“To whom did he surrender his sword?”

“He didn’t surrender it; he broke it.”

“He did well. But instead of breaking it, he could have used it to greater advantage.”

There was a brief pause.

“I heard that the colonel of the regiment that escorted Charles was killed,” said Cromwell, staring intently at Mordaunt.

“Yes, sir.”

“Who did it?” Cromwell asked.

“Me.”

“What was his name?”

“Lord Winter.”

“Your uncle?” Cromwell exclaimed.

“My uncle,” Mordaunt replied. “But traitors to England are no longer part of my family.”

Cromwell studied the young man in silence for a moment, then, with the deep melancholy that Shakespeare captures so well, he said, “Mordaunt, you are a terrible servant.”

“When the Lord commands,” Mordaunt replied, “His orders are not to be questioned. Abraham raised the knife against Isaac, and Isaac was his son.”

“Yes,” Cromwell acknowledged, “but the Lord did not allow that sacrifice to happen.”

“I have looked around me,” Mordaunt said, “and I have seen neither goat nor kid caught among the bushes of the plain.”

Cromwell nodded. “You are strong among the strong, Mordaunt,” he said. “And how did the Frenchmen behave?”

“Most fearlessly.”

“Yes, yes,” murmured Cromwell. “The French fight well; and if my vision is correct, they were at the forefront of the battle.”

“They were,” Mordaunt confirmed.

“After you, then,” said Cromwell. “It was the fault of their horses, not theirs.”

There was another pause.

“And the Scots?”

“They kept their word and never moved,” replied Mordaunt. “Poor souls!”

“Their officers wish to see you, sir.”

“I don’t have time to meet with them. Have they been paid?”

“Yes, tonight.”

“Let them return to their own country and hide their shame there, if its hills are high enough. I have nothing more to do with them, nor they with me. Now, go, Mordaunt.”

“Before I leave,” Mordaunt said, “I have some questions and a favor to ask you, sir.”

“A favor from me?”

Mordaunt bowed.

“I come to you, my leader, my guide, my father, and I ask you, master, are you satisfied with me?”

Cromwell looked at him in astonishment. The young man stood firm.

“Yes,” Cromwell replied, “since I’ve known you, you have not only fulfilled your duties but exceeded them. You have been a loyal friend, a skilled negotiator, and a courageous soldier.”

“Do you remember, sir, that the idea for the Scottish treaty, which involved giving up the king, was mine?”

“Yes, that idea was yours. I had never held such disdain for men before.”

“Was I not a good ambassador in France?”

“Yes, for Mazarin has granted what I desired.”

“Have I not always fought for your glory and interests?”

“Perhaps too fervently; that is what I just reproached you for. But what is the purpose of all these questions?”

“To let you know, my lord, that the moment has come when, with a single word, you could reward all these services.”

“Oh!” Oliver said, curling his lip slightly, “I forgot that every service deserves some reward and that until now you have not been compensated.”

“Sir, I can receive my payment at this moment, to the full extent of my wishes.”

“How so?”

“I have the payment in my grasp; I almost possess it.”

“What is it? Have they offered you money?”

“Do you desire a position or some role in the government?”

“Sir, will you grant me my request?”

“Let’s hear what it is first.”

“Sir, when you have commanded me to obey, have I ever responded, ‘Let me see that order’?”

“But what if your request is something impossible to fulfill?”

“When you have entrusted me with a wish, have I ever said, ‘That’s impossible’?”

“But a request made with such preparation—”

“Ah, do not worry, sir,” Mordaunt replied with feigned simplicity, “it won’t ruin you.”

“Well then,” Cromwell said, “I promise, as far as I am able, to grant your request; go on.”

“Sir, two prisoners were taken this morning. Will you allow me to have them?”

“For their ransom? Have they offered a large sum?” Cromwell inquired.

“On the contrary, I believe they are quite poor, sir.”

“Are they friends of yours then?”

“Yes, sir,” Mordaunt exclaimed, “they are dear friends of mine, and I would lay down my life for them.”

“Very well, Mordaunt,” Cromwell said, pleased to have his opinion of the young man raised again. “I will give them to you; I won’t even ask who they are. Do as you wish with them.”

“Thank you, sir!” Mordaunt exclaimed. “Thank you; my life is always at your service, and even if I were to lose it, I would still owe you something. Thank you; you have truly repaid me generously for my services.”

He fell at Cromwell’s feet, and despite the general’s attempts to resist this almost royal homage, Mordaunt took his hand and kissed it.

“What!” Cromwell said, stopping him as he stood up. “Is there nothing else you want? Neither gold nor rank?”

“You have given me all you can, and from today, your debt is paid.”

With that, Mordaunt rushed out of the general’s tent, his heart racing and his eyes shining with joy. Cromwell watched him for a moment as he left.

“He has killed his uncle!” he murmured. “Alas! What are my servants? Perhaps this one, who asks for nothing or appears to ask for nothing, has pleaded more in the eyes of Heaven than those who burden the country and steal from the poor. No one serves me without a motive. Charles, who is my prisoner, may still have friends, but I have none!”

With a deep sigh, he sank back into the reverie that had been interrupted by Mordaunt.




Chapter LVIII: Jesus Seigneur

As Mordaunt made his way to Cromwell’s tent, D’Artagnan and Porthos escorted their prisoners to the house assigned to them in Newcastle. D’Artagnan had overheard Mordaunt’s orders to the sergeant, and with a meaningful glance, he signaled Athos and Aramis to be extremely cautious. As a result, the prisoners walked alongside their captors in silence, finding it easier since each was absorbed in his own thoughts.

Mousqueton could hardly contain his astonishment when he saw the four friends arriving from the threshold, accompanied by a sergeant and a dozen soldiers. He rubbed his eyes, unsure if he was really seeing Athos and Aramis standing before him. Finally, forced to accept the truth of what he saw, he was about to burst out in exclamations when he caught Porthos’s gaze—a look he felt compelled to respect. Mousqueton stayed frozen at the door, waiting for an explanation of this strange event. What puzzled him most was that the four friends acted as though they were complete strangers to one another.

The house to which D’Artagnan and Porthos brought Athos and Aramis was the one assigned to them by General Cromwell, which they had taken possession of the previous night. It stood at the corner of two streets and featured stables and a small garden in the back, adjacent to a side street. The ground floor windows were barred, as was common in provincial towns, making them look much like the windows of a prison.

The two friends allowed the prisoners to enter first while they stood at the door, telling Mousqueton to take the four horses to the stable.

“Why don’t we go in with them?” Porthos asked.

“We need to see what the sergeant wants us to do first,” D’Artagnan replied.

The sergeant and his men took position in the small garden. D’Artagnan asked about their intentions and why they were stationed there.

“We’ve been ordered,” the man replied, “to help you manage your prisoners.”

There was nothing wrong with this arrangement; in fact, it felt like a considerate gesture that deserved gratitude. D’Artagnan therefore thanked the man and gave him a crown piece to toast General Cromwell’s health.

The sergeant replied that Puritans never drank and pocketed the crown piece.

“Ah!” exclaimed Porthos. “What a dreadful day, my dear D’Artagnan!”

“What? A dreadful day when we find our friends again?”

“Yes, but look at the circumstances!”

“It’s true our situation is awkward, but let’s go inside and see what we can do.”

“Things look grim enough,” Porthos said. “Now I understand why Aramis suggested I strangle that dreadful Mordaunt.”

“Silence!” the Gascon shouted. “Don’t say that name.”

“But,” Porthos protested, “I’m speaking French, and they’re all English.”

D’Artagnan looked at Porthos with that incredulity a clever person feels toward sheer foolishness. But seeing that Porthos could not understand his shock, he simply pushed him inside, saying, “Let’s go in.”

They found Athos in deep despair. Aramis looked first at Porthos, then at D’Artagnan, but remained silent. Still, D’Artagnan understood the meaning of his look.

“You want to know how we ended up here? It’s easy enough to guess.”

“Mazarin sent us with a letter to General Cromwell.”

“But how did you end up in the company of Mordaunt, whom I warned you to distrust?” Athos asked.

“And whom I suggested you strangle,” added Aramis.

“It’s all Mazarin’s doing. Cromwell sent Mordaunt to Mazarin, and now Mazarin has sent us to Cromwell. There seems to be a certain inevitability to it.”

“Yes, you’re right, D’Artagnan—a fatality that will divide us and destroy us!”

“Well, my dear Aramis, let’s not brood on it and instead prepare to face our fate.”

“Not at all! On the contrary, we must talk about it,” Aramis insisted. “We agreed long ago that we should always stand together, even if we found ourselves on opposing sides.”

“That’s true,” Athos added. “But now, D’Artagnan, I must ask—which side are you on? Look at how that miserable Mazarin has manipulated you. Do you realize the guilt you share today? In helping capture a king, humiliating him, and perhaps enabling his murder?”

“Oh!

“Oh!” cried Porthos, “do you really think so?”

“You’re exaggerating, Athos; it isn’t as dire as that,” replied the lieutenant.

“Heavens! We’re on the brink of it. Tell me, why has the king been taken prisoner? Those who honor a ruler would not buy him like a slave. Do you really believe Cromwell paid two hundred thousand pounds sterling just to restore him to his throne?”

“They will kill him, that much is certain.”

“I can’t argue with that,” D’Artagnan replied. “But what does it matter to us? I’m here as a soldier, bound to follow orders—I swore to obey, and I obey. But you, who took no such oath, why are you here, and what cause do you serve?”

“The most sacred cause in the world,” Athos answered. “The cause of misfortune, of faith, and of royalty. A friend, a wife, a daughter have honored us by asking for our help. We have served them to the best of our limited abilities, and God will reward our intentions, if we lack the means. You may see it differently, D’Artagnan, and think otherwise.”

“I won’t argue with you, but I hold you responsible.”

“What does it matter to me,” D’Artagnan exclaimed, “if Cromwell, an Englishman, rebels against his king, who is a Scot? I am a Frenchman. This has nothing to do with me—why should I be held accountable?”

“Because,” Porthos replied, “all gentlemen are brothers. You are a gentleman, and the kings of the earth are the foremost among gentlemen. The ungrateful and brutal masses take pleasure in overthrowing those above them. And you, D’Artagnan, a man of ancient French nobility, with a good name and a fine sword, have helped deliver a king into the hands of innkeepers, merchants, and wagon drivers. Ah!”

“D’Artagnan! You may have fulfilled your military duty, but as a gentleman, I must say you are very much at fault.”

D’Artagnan chewed on a flower stalk, unable to reply, thoroughly uncomfortable. When he looked away from Athos, he found himself facing Aramis.

“And you, Porthos,” the count continued, as if to redirect the discussion and relieve D’Artagnan’s discomfort, “you, whose heart and friendship and soldierly skills are the best I know—you, who are suited to walk the steps of a throne, and who, sooner or later, will receive your reward from a wise king—you, my dear Porthos, a gentleman in spirit, tastes, and courage, are just as guilty as D’Artagnan.”

Porthos blushed, but his embarrassment was from pleasure rather than confusion. Still, bowing his head as if ashamed, he replied, “Yes, yes, my dear count, I see you are right.”

Athos stood up. “Come,” he said, reaching out his hand to D’Artagnan, “don’t feel bad, my dear friend. I’ve said all this not to blame you, but out of a father’s feeling. It would have been easier for me to just thank you for saving my life and say nothing more.”

“Of course, Athos. But the truth is, you have sentiments—whatever they are—that not everyone can share.”

Who would expect a reasonable man to leave his home, France, and his ward—a charming young man we saw at the camp—to rush to help a crumbling monarchy that’s bound to collapse like an old shack? The feelings you describe are truly admirable, so admirable they seem nearly superhuman.”

“No matter, D’Artagnan,” Athos replied, sidestepping the trap his Gascon friend set by appealing to his fatherly instincts. “No matter; you know deep down it’s true. But I shouldn’t debate with my master. D’Artagnan, I am your prisoner—treat me accordingly.”

“Ah! By God!” D’Artagnan exclaimed. “You know you won’t be my prisoner for long.”

“No,” said Aramis. “They’ll treat us like the prisoners of the Philipghauts.”

“And how were they treated?” D’Artagnan asked.

“Well,” Aramis replied, “half of them were hanged, and the other half shot.”

“Well, I,” said D’Artagnan, “promise you that as long as I have a drop of blood in me, you’ll be neither hanged nor shot. By God!

“Let them come! And do you see that door, Athos?”

“Yes, what about it?”

“Well, you can leave through that door whenever you want, because from this moment on, you’re as free as air.”

“I admire your spirit, my brave D’Artagnan,” Athos replied, “but you’re not our master now. That door is guarded, D’Artagnan; you know that.”

“Very well, we’ll break through,” said Porthos. “There are only a dozen men, at most.”

“That’s nothing for the four of us; but for just two of us, that’s too much. No, divided as we are, we will perish. Look at the grim example: on the Vendomois road, you, D’Artagnan, so brave, and you, Porthos, so valiant and strong—you were defeated; today, Aramis and I are defeated in our turn.”

“That never happened when we were all four together. So let us die, then, as De Winter died; as for me, I’ll escape only if we can all escape together.”

“That’s impossible,” D’Artagnan replied. “We’re under Mazarin’s orders.”

“I understand, and I have nothing more to say. My arguments have come to nothing; they must be flawed, since they haven’t convinced minds as sound as yours.”

“Besides,” Aramis added, “even if my arguments had succeeded, it would do no good to endanger two excellent friends like D’Artagnan and Porthos. Rest assured, gentlemen, we will give you nothing but honor, even in our deaths. For myself, I would be proud to take bullets or the gallows beside you, Athos; never have you seemed so noble as you do today.”

D’Artagnan stayed silent, gnawing the flower stalk before turning to bite his nails. At last, he spoke again: “Do you really think they intend to kill you? And why?”

“What interest do they have in your deaths? Besides, you’re our prisoners.”

“Fool!” Aramis exclaimed. “Don’t you know Mordaunt? I only needed one look to know our fate.”

“Honestly, I regret not strangling him as you suggested,” Porthos admitted. “But really, I don’t think Mordaunt can do much harm!” D’Artagnan replied. “Good heavens!”

“If he bothers me, I’ll crush him, that little insect! So don’t worry. I swear to you, you’re as safe here as you were twenty years ago—just like you, Athos, in Rue Ferou, and you, Aramis, in Rue de Vaugirard.”

“Wait,” Athos said, extending his hand to one of the grated windows that let light into the room. “You’ll soon know, because here he comes.”

“Who?”

“Mordaunt.”

Indeed, as Athos pointed, D’Artagnan saw a horseman galloping toward the house. It was Mordaunt. D’Artagnan hurried out of the room, and Porthos tried to follow.

“Stay here,” D’Artagnan said, “and don’t come in unless you hear me drum my fingers on the door.”

When Mordaunt arrived at the house, he saw D’Artagnan standing at the threshold and soldiers scattered across the grass with their weapons.

“Hello!” he called. “Are the prisoners still here?”

“Yes, sir,” the sergeant replied, removing his hat.

“That’s good; please order four men to bring them to my quarters.”

Four men prepared to do so.

“What’s going on?” D’Artagnan asked, his familiar teasing tone evident, as our readers have come to know well. “What seems to be the issue?”

“Sir,” Mordaunt replied, “I’ve ordered the two prisoners we captured this morning to be taken to my quarters.”

“And why is that, sir? I’m sorry for my curiosity, but I’d like to understand.”

“Because these prisoners, sir, are under my authority, and I will deal with them as I see fit.”

“Allow me to point out, sir,” D’Artagnan interrupted, “that you are mistaken.”

Prisoners belong to those who capture them, not those who merely witnessed their capture. You may have taken Lord Winter—who, it’s said, was your uncle—prisoner, but you chose to kill him instead; that was your decision. As for us, Monsieur du Vallon and I could have killed our prisoners, but we chose to take them alive.

Mordaunt’s lips turned white with rage. D’Artagnan realized the situation was getting dangerous, so he began to drum on the door. At his first tap, Porthos appeared and positioned himself opposite. Mordaunt noticed the movement.

“Sir!”




Chapter LIX: Noble Natures Never Lose Courage, Nor Good Stomachs Their Appetites

The small group, without looking back or exchanging a word, fled at a swift gallop, fording a stream whose name none of them knew, while leaving a town to their left that Athos identified as Durham. Eventually, they spotted a small wood and urged their horses toward it. Once they had disappeared behind a thick green curtain of foliage, which concealed them from any potential pursuers, they stopped to hold a council. The two grooms held the horses, letting them rest without unsaddling them, while Grimaud took up his position as lookout.

“Come, first of all,” Athos said to D’Artagnan, “my friend, let me shake your hand—you, our rescuer—you, the real hero among us.”

“Athos is right—you have my admiration,” Aramis added, pressing D’Artagnan’s hand in turn. “What can’t you achieve with your clever mind, sharp eye, strong arm, and adventurous spirit?”

“Now,” D’Artagnan replied, “that’s all well and good. I accept all the thanks and compliments for Porthos and myself; we still have plenty of time ahead of us.”

The two friends, reminded by D’Artagnan of Porthos’s contributions, shook hands with him as well.

“And now,” Athos said, “let’s not run around like madmen; we need to plan our next steps. What should we do?”

“What are we going to do, indeed? It’s easy enough to figure out,” D’Artagnan answered.

“Then tell us, D’Artagnan.”

“We’re going to head for the nearest seaport, combine our resources, hire a ship, and return to France. As for me, I’d spend my last sou to make that happen.”

“Life is the greatest treasure, and honestly, ours hangs by a thread.”

“What do you think about this, Du Vallon?”

“I,” said Porthos, “completely agree with D’Artagnan; this is a dreadful country, this England.”

“So you’re absolutely decided to leave?” Athos asked D’Artagnan. “Honestly, I see no reason to stay here.”

A look passed between Athos and Aramis. “Then go, my friends,” Athos said with a sigh.

“Go? You mean we should leave?” D’Artagnan exclaimed.

“No, my friend,” Athos replied, “you need to leave us.”

“Leave you!” D’Artagnan cried, utterly confused by this unforeseen announcement.

“Bah!” exclaimed Porthos, “why separate when we’re all together?”

“Because you can and should return to France; your mission is over, but ours isn’t.”

“Your mission isn’t finished?” D’Artagnan said, staring at Athos in disbelief.

“No, my friend,” Athos replied in his calm yet determined voice, “we came here to defend King Charles; we haven’t done so well—it’s our duty to save him!”

“To save the king?” D’Artagnan said, turning to Aramis just as he had to Athos. Aramis simply nodded. D’Artagnan’s face showed deep concern; he began to suspect he was dealing with madmen.

“You can’t be serious, Athos!” he said. “The king is surrounded by an army that’s taking him to London. That army is led by a butcher, or the son of a butcher—it makes no difference—Colonel Harrison.

“Your Majesty, I assure you, he will face trial upon his arrival in London. I’ve heard enough from Oliver Cromwell to know what awaits.”

Athos and Aramis exchanged a knowing glance.

“When the trial ends, they won’t delay carrying out the sentence,” D’Artagnan went on.

“And what do you think the king’s punishment will be?” Athos asked.

“I fear it will be death; they have gone too far for him to pardon them now. Their only option is to kill him. Have you heard what Oliver Cromwell said when he came to Paris and was shown the dungeon at Vincennes where Monsieur de Vendome was imprisoned?”

“What did he say?” Porthos asked.

“He said, ‘Princes must be knocked on the head.’”

“I remember that,” Athos replied.

“Do you really believe he’ll hesitate to carry out that plan now that he has the king in his grasp?”

“On the contrary, I’m convinced he won’t. That’s exactly why we can’t abandon the king now that he’s in such danger.”

“Athos, you’re losing your mind.”

“No, my friend,” Athos replied softly. “De Winter sought us out in France and introduced Monsieur d’Herblay and me to Madame Henrietta. Her Majesty honored us by asking for our help for her husband. We gave our word; our word included everything. It meant our strength, our intelligence, our very lives. Now, we have to keep that promise.”

“Is that your opinion, D’Herblay?”

“Yes,” Aramis replied, “we made a promise.”

“Then,” Athos continued, “let me give you another reason; listen carefully: Right now in France, everything seems bleak and trivial. We have a ten-year-old king who doesn’t know his own mind; a queen caught up in a late-blooming passion; and a minister running France as though it were a giant farm—concerned only with squeezing out as much gold as he can with Italian cunning and cleverness. We have princes who oppose him out of self-interest, only looking for bribes from Mazarin in the form of gold or scraps of power. I have served them without enthusiasm—God knows I see them as they are, and my opinion of them is low—but I did so out of principle. Now, however, I’m part of something else. I have found myself amidst true misfortune—a royal misfortune, a European misfortune—and I am involved in it. If we can save the king, it’s worthwhile; if we die for him, it will be noble.”

“So you expect to perish!” D’Artagnan exclaimed.

“We fear so, and our only regret is dying so far from both of you.”

“What will you do in a foreign land, and an enemy country?”

“I traveled in England when I was young; I speak English like a native, and Aramis knows a little, too. Ah! With you two, my friends! If you, D’Artagnan, and you, Porthos—if all four of us were together for the first time in twenty years—we would take on not just England, but the three kingdoms together!”

“And did you promise the queen,” D’Artagnan interrupted irritably, “to storm the Tower of London, to kill a hundred thousand soldiers, to defeat the will of the people and the ambition of a man—especially when that man is Cromwell? Don’t overstate your duty. For heaven’s sake, my dear Athos, don’t make a pointless sacrifice.”

When I look at you, you seem like a reasonable man; but when you speak, I feel like I’m talking to a madman. Come, Porthos, side with me; tell me honestly, what do you make of all this?”

“Nothing good,” Porthos replied.

“Come on,” D’Artagnan pressed, annoyed that Athos seemed lost in thought instead of responding. “You’ve never regretted following my advice. So trust me, Athos, your mission is finished, and it was a noble one. Come back to France with us.”

“Friend,” Athos said, “our decision is made.”

“So you must have another reason you’re not telling us about?”

Athos smiled, and D’Artagnan, frustrated, clapped his hands in anger, saying the most convincing things he could. But Athos just replied with a gentle, calm smile, and Aramis nodded in agreement.

“All right then,” D’Artagnan finally burst out, annoyed, “if that’s what you want, let’s go die in this wretched country, where it’s always cold, where fine weather is just fog, the fog turns into rain, and the rain becomes a flood; where the sun looks like the moon and the moon is like a wheel of cheese. Frankly, whether we die here or somewhere else makes little difference—we all must die someday.”

“Just think about it, my good friend,” Athos said, “it only means dying a little sooner.”

“Pooh! A little sooner or a little later, it’s not worth arguing about.”

“What surprises me,” Porthos remarked gravely, “is that it hasn’t already happened.”

“Oh, it will, you can count on that,” D’Artagnan replied.

“So it’s settled, and if Porthos has no objections—”

“I,” Porthos replied, “will do whatever you think best. Besides, what the Comte de la Fere just said is quite true.”

“But what about your future, D’Artagnan—your ambitions, Porthos?”

“Our future, our ambitions!” D’Artagnan exclaimed, speaking rapidly and excitedly. “Should we be thinking about that when we’re busy saving the king? Once the king is safe, we’ll call our friends together, lead the Puritans, reclaim England, and return to London to put him back on the throne—”

“And he’ll make us dukes and lords,” Porthos said, his eyes lighting up at the thought.

“Or he might just forget us,” D’Artagnan pointed out.

“Oh!” Porthos replied. “Well, that’s happened before, my friend.”

“It seems to me we once did a service for Anne of Austria that wasn’t much less significant than what we’re trying to do for Charles I today; yet Anne of Austria has forgotten us for twenty years.”

“Still, D’Artagnan,” said Athos, “you don’t regret helping her, do you?”

“No, not at all,” D’Artagnan replied. “In fact, I find comfort in that memory during my darkest moments.”

“You see, D’Artagnan, while princes may be ungrateful, God never is.”

“Athos,” D’Artagnan said, “I believe that if you met the devil, you’d strike such a bargain that you’d take him to Heaven with you.”

“Then it’s settled,” Athos said, offering his hand to D’Artagnan.

“I agree,” D’Artagnan replied. “I find England a charming country, and I’ll stay—but only on one condition.”

“What’s that?”

“That I am not forced to learn English.”

“In that case,” Athos said triumphantly, “I swear to you, my friend, by the God who hears us—I believe a power is watching over us, and that the four of us will see France again.”

“So be it!” D’Artagnan said, “but I must admit I feel differently.”

“Our good D’Artagnan,” Aramis remarked, “is like the opposition in parliament, always saying no but ending up saying yes.”

“But in the meantime, he saves the country,” Athos added.

“Now that everything’s decided,” Porthos exclaimed, rubbing his hands, “let’s think about dinner! It seems to me that in the most critical moments of our lives, we have always managed to eat dinner.”

“Oh yes, let’s talk about dinner in a country where, for a feast, they serve boiled mutton and consider beer a treat.”

“Why on earth did you come to this country, Athos? Oh, wait,” the Gascon added with a smile, “I forgot you’re no longer Athos. But never mind, let’s hear your dinner plan, Porthos.”

“My plan?”

“Yes, do you have a plan?”

“No! I’m just hungry, that’s all.”

“Well, if that’s the case, I’m hungry too. But being hungry isn’t enough; we have to find something to eat, unless we want to graze like our horses—”

“Ah!” exclaimed Aramis, who cared more about good food than Athos did, “remember those delicious oysters we had at Parpaillot?”

“And the legs of mutton from the salt marshes,” Porthos added, licking his lips.

“But,” D’Artagnan suggested, “don’t we have our friend Mousqueton, who took such good care of us at Chantilly, Porthos?”

“Yes,” Porthos replied, “we do have Mousqueton, but ever since he became steward, he’s gotten rather heavy. Still, let’s call him, and to make sure he responds positively—”

“Hey! Mousqueton!” Porthos called out.

Mousqueton appeared, looking quite miserable.

“What’s wrong, my dear M. Mouston?” asked D’Artagnan. “Are you feeling ill?”

“Sir, I’m simply very hungry,” replied Mouston.

“Well, that’s exactly why we called you, my good M. Mouston. Could you find us some of those lovely little rabbits and those delicious partridges that you used to fricassee at the hotel?”

“I’m afraid I can’t recall the name of the hotel,” said D’Artagnan.

“At the hotel of—” Porthos chimed in, “honestly, I can’t remember either.”

“It doesn’t matter; I was really thinking about those bottles of old Burgundy wine that cured your master so quickly from his sprain!”

“Alas, sir,” Mousqueton replied, “I’m afraid the things you describe are quite rare in this miserable and barren country. I think it would be better for us to seek hospitality from the owner of that small house we see on the forest’s edge.”

“What? There’s a house nearby?” D’Artagnan asked.

“Yes, sir,” Mousqueton confirmed.

“Well then, as you suggest, let’s go and ask the owner for dinner. What do you think, gentlemen? Does M. Mouston’s suggestion sound good to you?”

“Oh!” replied Aramis, “but what if the master is a Puritan?”

“All the better, mordioux!” D’Artagnan answered. “If he’s a Puritan, we can tell him the king’s been captured, and to celebrate the news, he’ll let us have his best hens.”

“But what if he’s a cavalier?” Porthos interjected.

“In that case, we’ll look sad, and he’ll give us his black fowl.”

“You’re quite optimistic,” Athos exclaimed, laughing despite himself at the Gascon’s charm. “You always seem to find the bright side.”

“What can I say?” D’Artagnan replied. “I’m from a place where the sky is always clear.”

“Well, it’s nothing like that here,” Porthos said, extending his hand to check if the cold he felt on his cheek was indeed from a raindrop.

“Come on, come on,” D’Artagnan urged, “all the more reason to set off. Halloo, Grimaud!”

Grimaud appeared.

“So, Grimaud, my friend, have you seen anything?” asked the Gascon.

“Nothing!” Grimaud replied.

“They’re fools!” Porthos exclaimed. “They haven’t even tried to chase us. If only we’d been in their place!”

“Yes, they made a mistake,” D’Artagnan agreed. “I would have liked to exchange a few words with Mordaunt here in this quiet spot. It’s the perfect setting for such a meeting.”

“I have to say,” Aramis remarked, “gentlemen, the son lacks his mother’s energy.”

“What do you mean, my friend?” Athos asked.

“Let’s just wait; we left him only two hours ago. He doesn’t know which way we went or where we are.”

“We can claim he doesn’t measure up to his mother once we set foot in France, assuming we’re not poisoned or killed before that.”

“In the meantime, let’s have dinner,” suggested Porthos.

“Indeed, yes,” replied Athos, “because I’m quite hungry.”

“Watch out for the black fowl!” shouted Aramis.

The four friends, led by Mousqueton, made their way toward the house, their spirits already brighter. As Athos had observed, they were once again united and of one mind.




Chapter LX: Respect for Fallen Majesty

As our fugitives approached the house, they noticed that the ground had been disturbed, as if a large group of horsemen had passed through recently. In front of the door, the signs were even clearer; these horsemen, whoever they were, had stopped here.

“Good heavens!” exclaimed D’Artagnan. “It’s obvious that the king and his escort have passed through.”

“Blast it!” said Porthos. “If that’s the case, they’ve eaten everything.”

“Come on!” replied D’Artagnan. “They must have left at least a chicken.”

He dismounted and knocked on the door, but there was no answer. He pushed the door open and found the first room empty and deserted.

“Well?” called Porthos.

“I don’t see anyone,” D’Artagnan replied.

“Aha!”

“What is it?”

“Blood!”

At the mention of this word, the three friends jumped off their horses and rushed inside. D’Artagnan had already opened the door to the second room, and his expression suggested he had encountered something unusual. The three friends approached and discovered a young man lying on the ground, surrounded by a pool of blood. It was clear that he had tried to return to his bed but hadn’t had the strength to do so. Athos, thinking he saw the young man move, was the first to approach him.

“Well?” D’Artagnan asked.

“Well, if he is dead,” Athos said, “it hasn’t been long, for he is still warm. But no, his heart is still beating. Hey there, my friend!”

The wounded man let out a sigh. D’Artagnan cupped some water in his hand and splashed it on the man’s face. The man opened his eyes, tried to lift his head, but then fell back again. The wound was on the top of his skull, and blood was flowing freely.

Aramis dipped a cloth into water and gently pressed it against the wound. The injured man opened his eyes again, staring in disbelief at the strangers who seemed to show him kindness.

“You are among friends,” Athos said in English. “So take heart, and if you have the strength, please tell us what happened.”

“The king,” the wounded man muttered, “the king is a prisoner.”

“You’ve seen him?” Aramis asked, using the same language. The man did not respond.

“Don’t worry,” Athos continued, “we are all loyal servants of His Majesty.”

“Is what you say true?” the wounded man inquired.

“On our honor as gentlemen,” Athos assured him.

“Then I can tell you everything.”

“I am the brother of Parry, his majesty’s servant.”

Athos and Aramis remembered that this was the name De Winter had used for the man they encountered in the passage of the king’s tent.

“We know him,” Athos said. “He never left the king’s side.”

“Yes, that’s him. When he saw the king was in danger, he thought of me. As they passed by the house, he requested, in the king’s name, that they stop, as the king was hungry. They brought him into this room and stationed guards at the doors and windows. Parry was familiar with this room, having visited me often when the king was in Newcastle. He knew there was a trapdoor leading to a cellar, which provided access to the orchard.”

He made a gesture that I understood, but the king’s guards must have noticed it and stayed alert. I stepped outside as if to gather firewood, then slipped through the underground passage into the cellar. While Parry quietly bolted the door, I lifted the board and signaled for the king to follow me. Unfortunately, he hesitated. However, Parry clasped his hands and pleaded with him, and eventually, he agreed. I went ahead, which turned out to be a fortunate choice.

The king was just a few steps behind me when I suddenly saw something rise up in front of me like a massive shadow. I wanted to shout a warning to the king, but at that very moment, I felt a blow as if the house were collapsing on my head, and I fell unconscious. When I regained consciousness, I found myself lying in the same spot. I managed to drag myself as far as the yard, but the king and his escort were gone. It took me about an hour to make my way from the yard to this place, and then my strength failed me, and I fainted again.”

“And how are you feeling now?”

“Very ill,” replied the wounded man.

“Can we do anything for you?” Athos asked.

“Please help me to the bed; I think I’ll feel better there.”

“Do you have anyone you can rely on for help?”

“My wife is in Durham and may return at any moment. But what about you—do you need anything?”

“We came here hoping to find something to eat.”

“Unfortunately, they’ve taken everything; there isn’t a crumb of bread left in the house.”

“You hear that, D’Artagnan?” Athos said. “We’ll have to find our dinner elsewhere.”

“It doesn’t matter to me anymore,” D’Artagnan replied. “I’m not hungry.”

“Neither am I,” Porthos added.

They helped the man to his bed and called Grimaud to tend to the wound. Over time, Grimaud had become quite skilled at making lint and bandages, almost like a surgeon, thanks to the frequent needs of the four friends.

Meanwhile, the fugitives had returned to the first room, where they gathered to discuss their situation.

“Now,” said Aramis, “we understand the situation. The king and his escort have gone this way; we should take the opposite direction, right?”

Athos remained silent, deep in thought.

“Yes,” Porthos chimed in, “let’s go the other way. If we follow the escort, we’ll find everything picked clean and starve. What a frustrating country England is! This is the first time in ten years that I’ve gone without dinner, and it’s usually my favorite meal.”

“What do you think, D’Artagnan?” Athos asked. “Do you agree with Aramis?”

“Not at all,” D’Artagnan replied. “I have the exact opposite opinion.”

“What! You would follow the escort?” Porthos exclaimed in shock.

“No, I would join the escort.”

Athos’s eyes lit up with joy.

“Join the escort!” Aramis cried.

“Let D’Artagnan speak,” Athos interjected. “You know he always has wise advice.”

“Clearly,” D’Artagnan continued, “we must go where they least expect us. Right now, they certainly won’t be looking for us among the Puritans; therefore, we should go with the Puritans.”

“Good, my friend




Chapter LXI: D’Artagnan Comes Up with a Plan

As night fell, they arrived at Thirsk. The four friends seemed like complete strangers to one another and appeared indifferent to the precautions taken to protect the king. They retreated to a private house, and since they were always concerned for their safety, they occupied only one room and arranged an escape route in case of an attack. The servants were sent to their respective posts, except for Grimaud, who lay on a pile of straw across the doorway. D’Artagnan was thoughtful and, for the moment, seemed to have lost his usual talkative nature. Porthos, who never saw beyond the obvious, continued to chat with him as usual. D’Artagnan responded with single-word answers, prompting Athos and Aramis to exchange knowing glances.

The next morning, D’Artagnan was the first to rise. He had already visited the stables, checked on the horses, and given the necessary orders for the day, while Athos and Aramis stayed in bed and Porthos snored loudly. At eight o’clock, they resumed their journey in the same order as the night before, but D’Artagnan decided to leave his friends and continue his conversation with Monsieur Groslow. Groslow, very pleased by D’Artagnan’s compliments, greeted him with a warm smile.

“Really, sir,” D’Artagnan said to him, “I’m glad to find someone with whom I can speak in my own modest language. My friend, Monsieur du Vallon, is so melancholy that it’s difficult to get more than three words out of him all day.”

“As for our two prisoners, you can imagine they aren’t in the mood for conversation.”

“They’re staunch royalists,” Groslow replied. “That makes them even more resentful toward us for capturing the Stuart. I hope you’re preparing a proper trial for him.”

“Well,” Groslow said, “that’s exactly why we’re taking him to London.”

“And I assume you never lose sight of him, correct?”

“Of course not. He has a truly royal escort.”

“During the day, there’s no risk; but what about at night?”

“We increase our precautions.”

“And what kind of surveillance do you have in place?”

“Eight men are always stationed in his room.”

“My goodness, he’s well protected then. But surely you have guards outside as well?”

“Oh, no! Just think about it. What could two unarmed men do against eight armed ones?”

“Two men—what do you mean?”

“Yes, the king and his servant.”

“Oh!”

“So they allow the servant to remain with him?”

“Yes; Stuart requested this favor, and Harrison agreed. It seems that as a king, he cannot dress or undress without help.”

“Really, Captain,” D’Artagnan said, eager to continue his praise, “the more I listen to you, the more impressed I am by the ease and elegance with which you speak French. You’ve lived in Paris for three years? May I ask what you were doing there?”

“My father, a merchant, placed me with his business partner, who sent his son to join our firm in London.”

“Did you enjoy your time in Paris, sir?”

“Yes, but you could really use a revolution like ours—not against your king, who is just a child, but against that dreadful Italian, the queen’s favorite.”

“Ah! I completely agree, sir. We could easily get rid of Mazarin if we had just a dozen officers like you—unbiased, vigilant, and incorruptible.”

“However,” the officer replied, “I thought you were in his service, and that it was he who sent you to General Cromwell.”

“To clarify, I am in the king’s service. Knowing he wanted to send someone to England, I requested the position because I was eager to meet the brilliant man who now governs the three kingdoms. So, when he asked us to draw our swords in honor of old England, we eagerly accepted.”

“Yes, I know you fought alongside Mordaunt.”

“On his right and left, sir.”

”Ah! There’s another brave and excellent young man.”

“Do you know him?” asked the officer.

“Yes, very well. Monsieur du Vallon and I came from France with him.”

“It seems you kept him waiting a long time in Boulogne.”

“What do you expect? I was like you, responsible for a king.”

“Aha!” said Groslow. “What king?”

“Our own, of course—the little one, Louis XIV.”

“And how long did you have to look after him?”

“Three nights; and I must say, I will always remember those three nights fondly.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that my friends, officers in the guards and musketeers, came to keep me company, and we spent the nights feasting, drinking, and playing dice.”

“Ah, true,” said the Englishman with a sigh. “You Frenchmen are born to be good company.”

“And don’t you ever play while on guard?”

“Never,” replied the Englishman.

“In that case, you must be terribly bored, and I sympathize with you.”

“The truth is, I dread my turn to keep guard.”

“It’s exhausting to stay awake all night.”

“True, but with a cheerful companion, some dice, and the sound of guineas clinking on the table, the night slips away like a dream. So, you don’t enjoy playing?”

“On the contrary, I do.”

“Lansquenet, for example?”

“I’m quite fond of it. I used to play almost every night in France.”

“And since you returned to England?”

“I haven’t touched a card or dice since.”

“I truly feel sorry for you,” D’Artagnan said with a look of deep sympathy.

“Listen,” said the Englishman.

“Yes?”

“Tomorrow, I’m on guard.”

“In Stuart’s room?”

“Yes; come and spend the night with me.”

“That’s impossible!”

“Impossible? Why’s that?”

“I play with Monsieur du Vallon every night.”

“Sometimes we don’t go to bed at all!”

“Well, what’s the big deal?”

“He would be upset if I didn’t play with him.”

“Does he play well?”

“I’ve seen him lose as much as two thousand pistoles, laughing all the while until the tears rolled down his face.”

“Then bring him along.”

“But what about our prisoners?”

“Let your servants keep watch over them.”

“Yes, and give them a chance to escape,” D’Artagnan replied. “One of them is a wealthy lord from Touraine, and the other is a knight of Malta from a noble family. We’ve already arranged a ransom for each of them—2,000 on their arrival in France. We’re hesitant to leave them for even a moment, knowing our lackeys are aware that they’re millionaires. It’s true we took a little from them when we captured them, and I’ll even admit that it’s their money that Monsieur du Vallon and I are using for our nightly games. Still, they might have hidden away some precious gem or valuable diamond, so we’re like those misers who can’t bear to be away from their treasures.”

“We have made ourselves the constant guardians of our men, and while I sleep, Monsieur du Vallon keeps watch.”

“Ah! I see,” said Groslow. “That’s why I must decline your kind invitation, even though it is quite tempting. Nothing is more tedious than playing night after night with the same person; the odds always even out, and by the end of the month, nothing is gained or lost.”

“Ah!” Groslow sighed. “But there is something even more tiresome than that: not playing at all.”

“I can understand that,” D’Artagnan replied. “But tell me,” the Englishman continued, “are these men of yours dangerous?”

“In what way?”

“Are they capable of violence?”

D’Artagnan laughed at the idea. “Good heavens!” he exclaimed. “One of them is shaking with fever, unable to adjust to your lovely country, and the other is a knight of Malta, as timid as a young girl. For added safety, we’ve even taken away their penknives and pocket scissors.”

“Well then,” Groslow said, “bring them with you.”

“But really,” D’Artagnan protested, “I have eight men on guard, you know.”

“Four of them can guard the king, and the other four can watch over your prisoners. I’ll figure it out somehow, you’ll see.”

“But,” D’Artagnan said, “now that I think about it—what’s stopping us from starting tonight?”

“Nothing at all,” Groslow replied. “Exactly. Join us this evening, and tomorrow we’ll return the favor.”

“Perfect! This evening with you, tomorrow at Stuart’s, and the day after with me.”

“You see, with a little planning, one can enjoy life anywhere and everywhere,” D’Artagnan remarked.

“Yes, especially with Frenchmen, and Frenchmen like you.”

“And Monsieur du Vallon,” the other added.

“You’ll see what kind of man he is—a fellow who nearly killed Mazarin between two doors. They keep him around because they’re afraid of him. Ah, there he is calling me now. Please excuse me.”

They exchanged polite bows, and D’Artagnan rejoined his companions.

“What on earth were you saying to that bulldog?” exclaimed Porthos.

“Come on, don’t speak like that about Monsieur Groslow.”

“He’s one of my closest friends.”

“One of your friends!” exclaimed Porthos, “this butcher of defenseless farmers!”

“Quiet down, my dear Porthos. Monsieur Groslow may be a bit rash, it’s true, but I’ve found two redeeming qualities in him—he’s both arrogant and foolish.”

Porthos stared in disbelief; Athos and Aramis exchanged knowing smiles, aware that D’Artagnan always had a reason for his actions.

“But,” D’Artagnan continued, “you’ll see for yourself. He’s coming to join us for a game this evening.”

“Oho!” said Porthos, his eyes sparkling at the news. “Is he wealthy?”

“He’s the son of one of the richest merchants in London.”

“And does he know how to play lansquenet?”

“He loves it.”

“What about basset?”

“It’s his obsession.”

“And biribi?”

“He thrives on it.”

“Good,” said Porthos; “we’re in for an enjoyable evening.”

“Especially since it will lead to an even better one.”

“How so?”

“We’re inviting him to play tonight, and he’s invited us to join him tomorrow.”

“Wait a moment. Tonight we’re stopping in Derby, and if there’s a bottle of wine in town, let Mousqueton buy it. It would be wise to prepare a light supper, which you, Athos and Aramis, will not partake in—Athos, because I told him you have a fever; Aramis, because as a knight of Malta, you won’t associate with someone like us. Do you understand?”

“That sounds all well and good,” said Porthos, “but I’ll be damned if I understand any of it.”

“Porthos, my friend, you know I’m descended from the Prophets on my father’s side and from the Sybils on my mother’s side, so I tend to speak in parables and riddles. Let those who have ears hear and those who have eyes see; I can’t tell you anything more for now.”

“Go on, my friend,” said Athos; “I’m sure whatever you do will be done well.”

“And you, Aramis, do you agree?”

“Absolutely, my dear D’Artagnan.”

“Very good,” said D’Artagnan; “here we have true believers; it’s a pleasure to work miracles in their presence. They’re not like that skeptical Porthos, who needs to see and touch before he believes.”

“The truth is,” said Porthos, with a knowing look, “I tend to be a bit skeptical.”

D’Artagnan playfully punched him on the shoulder, and as they arrived at the station where they were to have breakfast, the conversation came to a close.

At five in the evening, they sent Mousqueton ahead as planned. Blaisois accompanied him. As they crossed the main street in Derby, the four friends noticed Blaisois standing in the doorway of an elegant house, where accommodations had been arranged for them. At the appointed hour, Groslow arrived. D’Artagnan greeted him as he would an old friend of twenty years. Porthos sized him up from head to toe and smiled upon realizing that, despite the blow he had dealt to Parry’s brother, Groslow was not nearly as strong as he was.

Athos and Aramis did their best to hide their disgust at the coarseness and brutality around them. In short, Groslow appeared quite pleased with the reception he received. Athos and Aramis maintained their composure and played their roles. At midnight, they went to their room, leaving the door open out of courtesy. D’Artagnan accompanied them, leaving Porthos to continue his game with Groslow. Porthos ended up winning fifty pistoles from Groslow and found him to be a more agreeable companion than he had initially thought.

As for Groslow, he promised himself that the next evening he would reclaim from D’Artagnan what he had lost to Porthos. As he left, he reminded the Gascon of their arrangement. The following day unfolded as usual. D’Artagnan moved from Captain Groslow to Colonel Harrison, and then from Colonel Harrison to his friends. To anyone unfamiliar with him, he looked to be in his normal spirits. However, to his friends—Athos and Aramis—there was a certain restlessness in his cheerfulness.

“What is he up to?” Aramis asked.

“Just wait,” Athos replied.

Porthos said nothing, but he felt a sense of satisfaction as he handled the fifty pistoles he had won from Groslow, a feeling that was obvious in his demeanor. When they arrived at Ryston, D’Artagnan gathered his friends together. His face had lost the carefree look it had worn all day. Athos squeezed Aramis’s hand and said, “The moment is upon us.”

“Yes,” D’Artagnan replied, having overheard him, “tonight, gentlemen, we rescue the king.”

“D’Artagnan,” Athos said, “I hope this isn’t a joke?”

“It would really upset me.”

“You are a very strange man, Athos,” he replied, “to doubt me like this. When have you ever seen me play with a friend’s heart or a king’s life? I have told you, and I will say it again: tonight we rescue Charles I. You entrusted me to find a way, and I have done just that.”

Porthos looked at D’Artagnan with deep admiration. Aramis smiled, filled with hope. Athos was pale and trembled in every limb.

“Speak,” said Athos.

“We’ve been invited,” replied D’Artagnan, “to spend the night with M. Groslow.”

“But do you know where?”

“No.”

“In the king’s room.”

“The king’s room?” Athos exclaimed.

“Yes, gentlemen, in the king’s room. Groslow is on guard there this evening, and to pass the time, he has invited us to keep him company.”

“All four of us?” Athos asked.

“Indeed! Of course, all four of us; we can’t just abandon our prisoners, can we?”

“Ah! ah!” Aramis exclaimed.

“Share the details with us,” Athos urged, his heart racing.

“So, it’s settled then: the two of us will take our swords, and you will bring daggers. Together, we must overpower these eight fools and their foolish captain.”

“Monsieur Porthos, what do you think of that?”

“I think it’s quite simple,” Porthos replied. “We dress the king in Groslow’s clothes. Mousqueton, Grimaud, and Blaisois have our horses saddled at the end of the first street. We mount them and, before dawn, we’ll be twenty leagues away.”

Athos placed his hands on D’Artagnan’s shoulders and looked at him with a calm, sad smile. “I must say, my friend,” he began, “there is no one in the world who matches your skill and bravery. While we believed you indifferent to our troubles, which you couldn’t share without guilt, you alone among us have found what we were searching for in vain.”

“I say it again, D’Artagnan, you are the best among us; I bless and love you, my dear son.”

“And to think I didn’t realize that,” said Porthos, scratching his head. “It’s so simple.”

“But,” Aramis interjected, “if I understand correctly, we’re supposed to kill them all, right?”

Athos shuddered and turned pale.

“Mordioux!” D’Artagnan replied. “I believe we must. I admit I can’t see any other safe and satisfactory way.”

“Let’s consider our course of action,” Aramis suggested.

“I have devised two plans. First, at a given signal, which will be the words ‘At last,’ each of you will plunge a dagger into the heart of the soldier nearest to you. We will do the same on our side. That will result in four deaths.”

We will then be matched, four against the remaining five. If these five men surrender, we will gag them; if they resist, we will kill them. If by chance our leader changes his mind and only accepts Porthos and me, then we will have to take more drastic measures and each deliver two strikes instead of one. This will take a bit longer and may create more noise, but you will be outside with swords and will rush in at the right moment.

“But what if you get hurt?” Athos asked.

“Impossible!” D’Artagnan replied. “Those clumsy drinkers are too awkward. Besides, Porthos, you will aim for the throat; it kills quickly and prevents any outcry.”

“Very well,” Porthos said. “It will be a nice little throat-cutting.”

“Horrible, horrible,” Athos exclaimed.

“Nonsense,” D’Artagnan replied. “You would do the same, Mr. Humanity, in a battle. But if you believe the king’s life isn’t worth whatever it may cost, then that’s the end of the discussion, and I’ll send word to Groslow that I’m unwell.”

“No, you’re right,” Athos agreed.

Just then, a soldier entered to inform them that Groslow was waiting for them.

“Where?” D’Artagnan asked.

“In the room of the English Nebuchadnezzar,” the steadfast Puritan answered.

“Good,” replied Athos, his face flushing with anger at the insult to royalty. “Tell the captain we’re on our way.”

The Puritan stepped outside.

The attendants had been instructed to saddle eight horses and wait together, without dismounting, at the corner of a street about twenty steps from the house where the king was staying. It was nine o’clock in the evening; the sentinels had been changed at eight, and Captain Groslow had been on guard for an hour. D’Artagnan and Porthos, armed with their swords, approached the house, which was temporarily Charles Stuart’s prison, while Athos and Aramis followed, each carrying a concealed dagger and appearing as humble captives without weapons.

“By God,” exclaimed Groslow as the four friends entered, “I nearly gave up on you.”

D’Artagnan stepped closer and whispered in his ear, “The truth is, Monsieur du Vallon and I hesitated for a moment.”

“And why was that?”

D’Artagnan glanced meaningfully at Athos and Aramis.

“Aha,” said Groslow, “is it because of political opinions? It doesn’t matter. In fact,” he added with a laugh, “if they want to see their Stuart, they will see him.

“Are we going to spend the night in the king’s room?” asked D’Artagnan.

“No, but in the room next to it. Since the door will remain open, it’s practically the same thing. Have you brought some money with you?”

“I assure you, I plan to play the devil’s game tonight.”

D’Artagnan jingled the gold in his pockets.

“Very well,” said Groslow, as he opened the door to the room. “I’ll show you the way,” and he stepped inside first.

D’Artagnan glanced back at his friends. Porthos appeared completely indifferent; Athos looked pale but determined; Aramis was wiping a light sheen of sweat from his brow. The eight guards stood at their posts. There were four guards in the king’s room, two at the door between the rooms, and two at the entrance where the friends had come in. Athos smiled when he saw their unsheathed swords; he realized it was no longer going to be a massacre, but a proper fight, and he regained his usual good humor.

Charles could be seen through the door, lying fully dressed on his bed, with Parry seated at the head, reading a chapter from the Bible in a low voice. A coarse tallow candle on a black table illuminated the handsome and composed face of the king, contrasting with the much more anxious expression of his loyal retainer. Occasionally, Parry would pause, thinking the king, whose eyes were closed, had fallen asleep, but Charles would open his eyes and smile, saying, “Go on, my good Parry, I’m listening.”

Groslow approached the door of the king’s room, put back on the hat he had removed to greet his guests, and glanced contemptuously at this simple yet touching scene. Turning to D’Artagnan, he adopted a triumphant air about his accomplishments.

“Excellent!” exclaimed the Gascon, “you would make a remarkable general.”

“And do you really think,” Groslow asked, “that Stuart will ever escape while I’m on guard?”

“Not at all,” D’Artagnan replied, “unless, of course, the sky rains friends down upon him.”

Groslow’s expression brightened.

It’s hard to tell if Charles, who kept his eyes shut tight, was aware of the Puritan captain’s insolence. However, the moment he heard D’Artagnan’s clear voice, his eyelids lifted involuntarily. Parry also paused and stopped reading.

“What are you thinking about?” the king asked. “Please continue, my good Parry, unless you’re tired.”

Parry picked up his reading again. In the next room, a table was set with lit candles, playing cards, two dice boxes, and dice.

“Gentlemen




Chapter LXIII: The Trial

The next morning, King Charles I was brought before a heavy guard to face the high court that would judge him. A huge crowd had gathered outside the building, and it took considerable pushing and some scuffling before our friends finally reached their destination. When they arrived, they found the three lower rows of benches already full. However, wishing to avoid drawing too much attention, everyone except Porthos—who was eager to show off his red doublet—was satisfied with their seats. They were fortunate to be positioned in the center of their row, directly across from the armchair reserved for the royal prisoner.

Around eleven o’clock, the king entered the hall, flanked by guards. He kept his head covered and maintained a calm demeanor, turning to face the crowd with complete confidence, as though he were there to preside over a gathering of loyal subjects instead of being called before the accusations of a rebellious court. The judges, eager to humiliate a monarch, were clearly enjoying the authority they had assumed for themselves. They sent an officer to inform the king that it was customary for the accused to remove his hat.

Without replying, Charles simply turned his head away and pulled his felt hat down further. Once the officer had left, he sat down in the armchair facing the president and tapped his boots lightly with a small cane he held in his hand. Parry, who had accompanied him, stood behind him.

D’Artagnan watched Athos, whose face showed emotions that the king, with his greater self-control, had managed to hide. This display of agitation from someone as usually composed as Athos unsettled him. “I hope,” he whispered, “that you’ll follow the king’s example and not get yourself killed in this place.”

“Don’t worry,” Athos replied. “Aha!” D’Artagnan continued, “It’s obvious they’re afraid of something; look, they’re reinforcing the sentinels. Before, they only had halberds, but now they’re armed with muskets. The halberds were for the audience behind us; the muskets are aimed at us.”

“Thirty, forty, fifty, sixty-five men,” Porthos counted, noting the reinforcements.

“Ah!” Aramis exclaimed, “but you’re forgetting about the officer.”

D’Artagnan turned pale with anger. He recognized Mordaunt, who, with his sword drawn, was directing the musketeers behind the king and facing the benches. “Do you think they’ve noticed us?” D’Artagnan asked. “If so, I’d best retreat. I don’t want to be shot in a box.”

“No,” Aramis replied, “he hasn’t seen us. His attention is entirely on the king.”

“My God! Look at the way he glares at him, that insolent dog! Does he hate His Majesty as much as he hates us?”

“Indeed,” replied Athos. “We only took away his mother; the king has stripped him of his name and inheritance.”

“That’s true,” said Aramis, “but quiet! The president is addressing the king.”

“Stuart,” Bradshaw was saying, “please listen to the roll call of your judges and let us know if you wish to address the court.”

The king turned his head away, as if those words meant nothing to him. Bradshaw waited, and when there was no response, a moment of silence followed. Out of the one hundred sixty-three members called, only seventy-three were present; the others, fearing involvement in such an act, had stayed away.

When Colonel Fairfax’s name was called, a brief but solemn silence fell over the room, revealing the absence of those members who preferred not to participate in the trial. “Colonel Fairfax,” Bradshaw repeated. “Fairfax,” came a laughing voice, unmistakably a woman’s, “is not foolish enough to be here.”

A loud laugh followed her words, delivered with the boldness that women often draw from their own vulnerability—a vulnerability that shields them from retaliation. “It’s a woman’s voice,” exclaimed Aramis; “I would pay handsomely to know if she’s young and beautiful.” He climbed onto the bench to catch a glimpse of her. “By my soul,” Aramis declared, “she is enchanting. Look, D’Artagnan; everyone is watching her, and even with Bradshaw’s stern look, she hasn’t turned pale.”

“It’s Lady Fairfax herself,” D’Artagnan said.

“Don’t you remember, Porthos? We saw her at General Cromwell’s.”

The roll call continued. “These rogues will call it off when they see they don’t have enough support,” said the Comte de la Fere. “You don’t know them. Athos, watch Mordaunt smile. Does that seem like a man whose victim will escape him? Ah, cursed basilisk, the day will come when I can face you for more than just a look.”

“The king is truly very handsome,” said Porthos, “and look how carefully he is dressed, even as a prisoner.”

“The feather in his hat alone is worth at least twenty-five pistoles. Just look at it, Aramis.”

Once the roll call was complete, the president ordered the act of accusation to be read. Athos turned pale. For the second time, his hopes were dashed. Despite the few judges present, the trial was set to proceed; it seemed the king was already doomed. “I told you so, Athos,” D’Artagnan said, shrugging.

“Now gather your courage and listen to what this gentleman in black will say about his sovereign, with full permission to speak freely.”

Never before had a more brutal accusation or meaner insults tarnished the dignity of a king. Charles listened attentively, ignoring the insults but noting the grievances. When the accuser’s hatred overflowed and he acted as judge and executioner in advance, Charles answered with a smile full of lofty disdain. “The truth is,” D’Artagnan said, “if men are punished for their mistakes and trivial actions, this poor king deserves his punishment. Still, what he’s facing now is harsh indeed.”

“In any case,” Aramis replied, “the punishment shouldn’t fall on the king, but on his ministers; for the first principle of our constitution is: ‘The king can do no wrong.’”

As for Porthos, fully focused on Mordaunt, he thought, “If it weren’t for ruining the seriousness of the occasion, I’d leap down from this bench, reach Mordaunt in three bounds, and strangle him. Then I would drag him by the feet and take out my frustration on those miserable musketeers who mock the real musketeers of France. Meanwhile, D’Artagnan, so resourceful, would certainly find a way to save the king. I need to talk to him.”

Athos, his face flushed, fists clenched, and lips bitten until they bled, sat fuming with rage at the endless parliamentary insults and the king’s steadfast patience. The once unwavering arm and steadfast heart had given way to a trembling hand and a body shaken by emotion.

Then, the accuser concluded with: “We present this accusation on behalf of the English people.”

A murmur ran through the benches, and then a second voice, not a woman’s but a man’s—low and furious—rang out from behind D’Artagnan. “You’re lying!” it shouted. “Nine-tenths of the English people are horrified by what you’re saying.”

This voice belonged to Athos, who stood up with his hand raised, clearly agitated, as he confronted the public accuser. King, judges, and spectators all turned toward the bench where the four friends were sitting. Mordaunt did too and recognized the gentleman surrounded by the three other Frenchmen, who looked pale and threatening. His eyes sparkled with delight.

He had found those men whose deaths he was determined to cause. In a fit of rage, he called about twenty of his musketeers and shouted, “Fire on that bench!” But in a flash, D’Artagnan seized Athos by the waist, and with Porthos and Aramis close behind, they jumped down from the benches, dashed into the corridors, and raced down the staircase, vanishing into the crowd outside. Meanwhile, the muskets inside were aimed at the three thousand spectators, whose desperate cries and panic blocked the way to further violence.

Charles had also recognized the four Frenchmen. He placed one hand on his heart to calm its racing and covered his eyes with the other, unwilling to witness the slaughter of his loyal friends. Mordaunt, pale and trembling with rage, plowed out of the hall with his sword drawn, followed by six pikemen who fought through the crowd, searching desperately. After finding nothing, he returned empty-handed.

The chaos was indescribable. Over half an hour passed before anyone could make themselves heard. The judges braced for more commotion from the benches. The spectators, torn between fear and curiosity, kept up their uproar as they saw the muskets pointed at them. Eventually, calm was restored. “What do you have to say in your defense?” Bradshaw asked the king.

Standing, his head still covered, and speaking with the tone of a judge rather than a prisoner, Charles began, “Before you question me, answer my question first. I was free in Newcastle, where I reached an agreement with both houses. Instead of keeping your promises, as I kept mine, you bought me from the Scots, and I know you got me for a bargain—proof of your government’s skill at business. But just because you paid the price of a slave, do you think I have ceased to be your king? No.”

“To answer you would mean to forget everything. I will only respond when you prove you have the right to question me. To answer would acknowledge you as my judges, and I recognize you only as my executioners.” Amid a heavy silence, Charles, composed and dignified, with his head still covered, sat back down in his armchair. “Where are my countrymen?” he murmured proudly, glancing at the benches where they had briefly appeared. “They would have seen that their friend was worthy of their defense when alive, and deserving of their tears when dead.”

“Very well,” said the president, noting Charles’s determination to stay silent. “We will proceed to judge you despite your silence. You are accused of treason, abuse of power, and murder.”

“The evidence will be sufficient. Go, and another session will accomplish what you have postponed.”

Charles got up and turned to Parry, who was pale and sweating. “Well, my dear Parry,” he said, “what troubles you so?”

“Oh, my king,” Parry replied, with tears in his eyes and pleading voice, “please do not look to the left as we leave the hall.”

“And why not, Parry?”

“I beg you, my king, do not look.”

“But what’s the matter? Tell me,” Charles urged, trying to look past the guards standing around him. “Is it because they have brought the axe, the one used for executions, and put it on the table? The sight is dreadful.”

“Fools,” Charles exclaimed. “Do they think I am a coward like them?”

“You have done well to warn me. Thank you, Parry.”

When the moment came, the king followed his guards out of the hall. As he passed the table where the axe lay, he stopped and, turning with a smile, said:

“Ah, the axe—an ingenious instrument, indeed, well suited for those who do not understand what it means to be a gentleman. You do not frighten me, executioner’s axe,” he added, tapping it lightly with the cane he still held, “and I strike you now, patiently and with Christian grace, waiting for you to repay the blow.”

With a dismissive shrug, he continued on his way. At the door, he found a crowd of people who hadn’t managed to enter the house. They had gathered for a glimpse of him as he emerged, standing on either side of the entrance, many eyeing him with hostility. “So many people,” he thought, “and not a single true friend.”

As these thoughts of doubt and grief filled his mind, a voice beside him spoke up:

“Respect to fallen majesty.”

The king turned quickly, tears welling in his eyes and his heart heavy.

An old soldier of the guards couldn’t bear to see his king pass by in captivity without offering this final tribute. But the next moment, the unfortunate man was nearly killed by heavy blows from sword hilts, and among those attacking him, the king recognized Captain Groslow. “Alas!” said Charles, “that is a harsh punishment for such a minor offense.”

He continued on his way, but had scarcely taken a hundred steps when a furious man, leaning between two soldiers, spat in the king’s face, just as once an infamous and cursed Jew spat in Jesus of Nazareth’s face. A loud mix of laughter and angry murmurs rose from the crowd. They parted and closed again, surging like a rough sea, and the king thought he saw Athos’s bright eyes shining in the midst of that living wave. Charles wiped his face and said with a sad smile, “Poor wretch, for half a crown he would do the same to his own father.”

The king was not mistaken.

Athos and his friends, once again mingling with the crowd, took a last look at the martyr king. When the soldier saluted Charles, Athos’s heart leapt with joy. The unlucky man, recovering, found that the French gentleman had slipped ten guineas into his pocket. But when the coward spit on the captive king, Athos instinctively reached for his dagger. But D’Artagnan stopped his hand and, his voice hoarse, urged, “Wait!”

Athos hesitated. D’Artagnan, leaning on Athos for support, signaled to Porthos and Aramis to stay close. He then placed himself behind the man with bare arms, who was still laughing at his own disgusting joke, receiving congratulations from several. The man then made his way toward the city.

The four friends followed him. The man, who looked like a butcher, entered a narrow, steep street overlooking the river, accompanied by two of his friends. When they reached the bank, the three men saw they were being followed, turned around, and made insolent remarks to one another, giving the Frenchmen scornful glances.

“I don’t know English, Athos,” D’Artagnan said. “But you do, so please translate for me.”

Quickening their pace, they passed the three men but turned back at once. D’Artagnan approached the butcher, lightly tapping him on the chest, and said to Athos: “Tell him this in English: ‘You are a coward. You have insulted a defenseless man. You’ve tarnished the honor of your king.’”

“You must die.”

Athos, as pale as a ghost, repeated these words to the man, who, seeing the menace, took a defensive stance. At that, Aramis drew his sword. “No,” D’Artagnan said, “no steel. Steel is for gentlemen.”

Then, seizing the butcher by the throat, he said, “Porthos, please take care of this fellow for me with a single blow.”

Porthos lifted his mighty fist, which swept through the air like a slingshot, and brought it down with a dull crash on the insulter’s skull, smashing it. The man dropped like an ox struck by a poleaxe. His companions, horrified, could neither move nor shout.

“Tell them this, Athos,” D’Artagnan continued, “this is the fate waiting for all who forget a captive man is sacred, and that a captive king represents the Lord even more.”

Athos conveyed D’Artagnan’s message. The men looked at their fallen companion, lying in a pool of blood, then, regaining their senses, ran off screaming. “Justice is done,” Porthos said, wiping his brow. “And now,” D’Artagnan said to Athos, “never again doubt me; I’ll take on everything related to the king.”




Chapter LXIV: Whitehall

Parliament condemned Charles to death, as was to be expected. Political judgments are often empty formalities since the same passions that bring accusations also decide the condemnation. Such is the harsh logic of revolutions. Even though our friends expected this, it still brought them deep sorrow. D’Artagnan, whose mind was always sharpest in desperate situations, once again resolved to explore every possible means to avert the tragedy. But how could he do that? At present, he had no definite plan; everything would depend on events as they developed.

Meanwhile, it was crucial to delay the execution set for the next day, as ordered by the judges. The best way to do this was to make the London executioner unavailable. Without him, the sentence could not be carried out. While they could summon another executioner from the nearest town, this would at least buy them a day—a day that might allow for a rescue. D’Artagnan took on this dangerous task. It was equally important to inform Charles Stuart of the planned attempt, so he could help his rescuers as much as possible or at least not stand in their way.

Aramis volunteered for the risky task. Charles Stuart had requested that Bishop Juxon be admitted to him. That same evening, Mordaunt had informed the bishop of the king’s spiritual wish and Cromwell’s approval. Aramis resolved either to persuade or frighten the bishop into letting him enter Whitehall in the bishop’s place, dressed in his clerical robes. Meanwhile, Athos undertook to arrange for their escape from England, whether their mission succeeded or failed. They arranged to meet at eleven o’clock at the hotel, each going off to accomplish his dangerous assignment as night fell.

The palace of Whitehall was guarded by three regiments of cavalry and by Cromwell’s unrelenting anxiety, as he constantly came and went or sent his generals and agents. Alone in his familiar room, lit by two candles, the condemned king looked sadly on the luxury of his former greatness, much as one recalls life’s pleasures in its final hours, seeing them in all their previous splendor. Parry had not left his side and had been weeping continually since the condemnation. Charles, leaning on a table, stared at a medallion with the images of his wife and daughter, waiting first for Juxon and then for his fate. At times, he thought of those brave French gentlemen who seemed by now like vague figures from far away, almost unreal, like those seen in dreams. He sometimes even wondered if everything happening to him was but a dream—or, failing that, a feverish delirium.

He got up and took a few steps, as if to shake off his numbness, and went to the window. Beneath him, he saw the glint of guards’ muskets. At that moment, he had to admit that he was truly awake and that this bloody nightmare was indeed reality. Charles returned silently to his chair, rested his elbow on the table, and bowed his head in thought. “Alas!” he murmured, “if only I had a confessor among those great minds of the church whose souls have delved into the mysteries of life and greatness. Maybe their words could silence the voice that cries out within me. Instead, I will see a priest of small mind, whose fortunes I have ruined with my misfortune. He will speak to me of God and death, as he does to ordinary dying men, not realizing that this man is leaving his throne to a usurper and his children to the cold mercy of public charity.”

He raised the medallion to his lips.

It was a dark, foggy night. From the neighboring church, the hour struck slowly. The flickering light of the two candles cast restless shadows in the high room, shadows that came from the ancestors of Charles, dim in their faded frames. A deep sadness filled Charles’s heart. He buried his brow in his hands and thought about the world—so beautiful to behold just before leaving it—about the embrace of children, tender and sweet, especially when one is parting from them forever, and finally about his wife, the noble and courageous woman who had supported him to the very end.

He took from his chest the diamond cross and the star of the Garter that she had sent him through those generous Frenchmen. He kissed them, and, realizing that she would never see these gifts again until he lay dead in his grave, a chill washed over him—one of those cold shivers that seem to announce death. In that chamber, rich in memories of royalty and once filled with courtiers and flattery, he found himself alone with a heartbroken servant, whose own struggles gave him no comfort. At last, the king gave in to his grief, his spirit sagging in the gloom, shadows, and winter cold around him. The same king who had been so grand and valiant at the approach of death, now wiped away a tear trembling on the gold-embroidered cloth of his table.

Suddenly, the door opened and an ecclesiastic in episcopal robes entered, followed by two guards. The king dismissed them with an imperious gesture, and the guards withdrew, leaving the room dark again. “Juxon!” cried Charles, “Juxon, thank you, my last friend; your arrival is most timely.”

The bishop looked anxiously at the man sobbing in the corner.

“Come, Parry,” said the king, “enough of your tears.”

“If it’s Parry,” replied the bishop, “then I have nothing to fear. Allow me to greet your Majesty and explain who I am and why I am here.”

At the sound of that voice, Charles was about to cry out, but Aramis put a finger to his lips and bowed deeply to the king of England. “The Chevalier!” murmured Charles. “Yes, sire,” Aramis interjected aloud, “Bishop Juxon, the loyal knight of Christ, here to serve your majesty’s needs.”

Charles clasped his hands, astonished and deeply moved to see these foreigners, led only by conscience, standing against the will of a nation and the fate of a king. “You!” he exclaimed, “how did you manage to get here? If they recognize you, you’ll be in danger.”

“Don’t concern yourself with me, sire; think only of yourself.”

“You see, your friends are vigilant. I don’t yet know what we shall do, but four resolute men can do much. Meanwhile, do not be surprised by anything that happens; prepare yourself for any circumstance.”

Charles shook his head. “Do you know that I am to die tomorrow

# Chapter LXV: The Workmen

Around midnight, Charles was suddenly awakened by a loud commotion outside his window. The sounds of hammers striking, hatchets chopping, pincers clinking, and saws grinding filled the air. Lying fully dressed on his bed, the noise kept him from sleep and filled him with a sense of foreboding. Unable to bear it any longer, he asked Parry to request that the sentinel ask the workmen to be quieter, so as not to disturb the final rest of one who had once been their king. The sentinel was hesitant to leave his post but let Parry pass. When Parry reached the window, he saw an unfinished scaffold, where workmen were nailing a covering of black serge. The scaffold rose to a height of twenty feet, level with the window, and had two lower platforms. Despite how disturbing the scene was, Parry searched among the eight or ten workmen for those making the most noise and focused on two men who were loosening the last hooks of the iron balcony. “My friends,” Parry said, climbing onto the scaffold and standing beside them, “could you please work a bit more quietly?”

"The king wishes to sleep."

One of the two men was enormous, swinging a pickaxe at the wall with all his strength, while the other knelt beside him, collecting the fallen stones. Parry couldn't see the first man’s face in the darkness, but when the second turned and placed a finger to his lips, Parry jumped back in surprise.

"Very well, very well," said the workman in clear English. "Tell the king that if he sleeps poorly tonight, he’ll sleep better tomorrow night."

These blunt words, which could have sounded threatening if taken literally, were met with loud laughter from the other workers. Parry stepped back, feeling as though he were in a dream. Charles was anxiously waiting for his return.

As he came back, the sentinel at the door glanced through the opening, curious about what the king was doing. The king lay on his bed, propped up on his elbow. Parry closed the door and approached the king, his face alight with joy.

“Sire,” he said softly, “do you know who those workmen are making all that noise?”

“Me? No, how could I possibly know?” replied the king.

Parry leaned in closer and whispered, “It’s the Comte de la Fere and his friends.”

“Building my scaffold!” exclaimed the king, taken aback. “And at the same time, they’re making a hole in the wall.”

The king clasped his hands and looked up to Heaven. Then, leaping from his bed, he ran to the window and pulled aside the curtain in an attempt to see the figures outside, but could not. Parry was indeed correct.

It was Athos he recognized, and Porthos who was making a hole through the wall. This opening led to a kind of loft—the space between the king’s room's floor and the ceiling of the room below. Their plan was to pass through the hole they were making into this loft and cut out a section of the flooring in the king’s room to create a trapdoor. Through this, the king was to escape the following night. Hidden by the dark covering on the scaffold, he would change into workman’s clothes, slip away with his rescuers, walk by the sentinels unrecognized, and reach the skiff waiting at Greenwich. At daybreak, as the rooftops became visible, the hole was finished, and Athos climbed through it, carrying the king’s clothes wrapped in black cloth and the tools needed to establish a passageway to the king’s room.

He had only two hours of work left to make contact with the king. According to the four friends’ calculations, they had the whole day ahead since the executioner was missing and another would have to be fetched from Bristol. D’Artagnan returned to change out of his workman’s clothes into his chestnut-colored suit, while Porthos put on his red doublet. Aramis went to the bishop’s palace to see if he could get to the king with Juxon. The three agreed to meet at noon in Whitehall Place to discuss their progress. Before leaving the scaffold, Aramis approached the opening where Athos was concealed to explain his plan to request another audience with the king.

“Goodbye, then, and stay strong,” said Athos. "Let the king know the situation. Tell him that when he is alone, it would help if he knocked on the floor, so I can work safely. Try to stay near the king, Aramis. Speak loudly—very loudly—since they’ll be listening at the door. If there is a guard in the room, get rid of him quickly. If there are two, Parry will handle one while you take the other."

“If there are three, let yourself be killed, but save the king.”

“Don’t worry,” said Aramis. “I’ll take two daggers and give one to Parry. Is that all?”

“Yes, go; but make sure to strongly warn the king not to be too generous. If a fight breaks out, he must run. Once the trap is open above him, whether you live or die, they’ll need at least ten minutes to find the way. In those ten minutes, we’ll have made our escape, and the king will be safe.”

“Everything will be as you say, Athos. Give me your hand, for we may not see each other again.”

Athos wrapped his arm around Aramis’s neck and embraced him.

“For you,” he said. “If I die, tell D’Artagnan I love him like a son, and give him a hug from me. Also, embrace our good and brave Porthos. Farewell.”

“Farewell,” replied Aramis. “Now I am as certain that the king will be saved as I am that I hold the most loyal hand in the world.”

Aramis left Athos, descended from the scaffold, and went to the inn, whistling a tune in praise of Cromwell. He found the other two friends sitting at a table by a warm fire, enjoying a bottle of port and a cold chicken.

Porthos was cursing the infamous parliamentarians, while D’Artagnan sat in silence, thinking through daring plans. Aramis explained what had been agreed upon. D’Artagnan nodded in approval, and Porthos raised his voice, “Bravo!” he exclaimed. “Besides, we’ll be there for their escape. With D’Artagnan, Grimaud, and Mousqueton, we can take down eight. I won’t even mention Blaisois—he’s only good for holding the horses.”

"In just two minutes, a man can cover four minutes. Mousqueton will lose another minute, making it five; and in five minutes, we will have galloped a quarter of a league."

Aramis quickly finished his food, gulped down a glass of wine, and changed his clothes. "Now," he said, "I’m off to the bishop’s. Keep an eye on the executioner, D’Artagnan."

"Understood. Grimaud replaced Mousqueton and is watching at the cellar door."

"Well, don’t just stand there."

"Stand still? My friend, just ask Porthos."

"I spend my life on my feet."

Aramis again visited the bishop. Juxon was eager to have him along, since he would need an assistant priest in case the king wanted communion. Dressed as the previous night, the bishop climbed into his carriage, and Aramis, more concealed by his pale face and somber expression than by his deacon’s garb, joined him. The carriage stopped at the palace entrance. It was about nine in the morning, and nothing had changed.

The anterooms were still crowded with soldiers, the hallways lined with guards. The king was already feeling hopeful, but when he saw Aramis, his hope became joy. He embraced Juxon and shook Aramis's hand warmly. The bishop purposely raised his voice, speaking in front of everyone about their earlier conversation. The king replied that what had been discussed had produced results, and asked for another discussion under the same conditions. Juxon then asked the others to leave him and his companion alone with the king.

Everyone left the room. With the door closed, Aramis spoke quickly.

“Sire,” he said, “you are safe; the London executioner has vanished. His assistant broke his leg last night beneath your majesty’s window—the cry we heard was his—and there’s no executioner nearer than Bristol.”

“But what about the Comte de la Fere?” the king asked.

“Just two feet below you. Take the poker from the fireplace and strike three times on the floor. He will answer.”

The king followed his instructions, and a moment later, three muffled knocks sounded from beneath the floor. “So,” Charles said, “the one knocking down there—”

“Is the Comte de la Fere, sire,” Aramis replied.

“He’s preparing your escape. Parry will lift this slab of marble, and a passage will be opened.”

“Oh, Juxon,” said the king, grasping the bishop’s hands in his own, “promise me that you’ll pray for this gentleman, for the one you hear beneath your feet, and for two others as well, who, wherever they are, are watching over my safety.”

“Sire,” Juxon replied, “you have my word.”

Meanwhile, the miner below pursued his relentless task when suddenly a strange sound echoed through the passage. Aramis seized the poker and signaled for silence; the noise drew nearer and nearer. The four men stood frozen, eyes fixed on the door, which opened slowly and ominously.

A parliamentary officer, dressed in black and carrying a sense of foreboding, entered, bowed to the king, and unrolled a parchment to read the sentence, as is customary for criminals before their execution. “What is this?” Aramis asked Juxon. Juxon responded with a gesture, indicating he knew nothing more than Aramis did. “So it is for today?” the king inquired. “Wasn’t your majesty told it was to take place this morning?”

“So I must die like an ordinary criminal at the hands of the London executioner?”

“The London executioner has vanished, your majesty, but another has offered his services. The execution will be delayed only long enough for you to settle your spiritual and worldly affairs.”

A slight sheen on his brow was the only sign of emotion Charles showed at this news.

But Aramis was beside himself with rage. His heart seemed to stop as he closed his eyes and leaned on the table. Charles noticed and took his hand. “Come, my friend,” he said, “be strong.” Then he turned to the officer. “Sir, I am ready. There is hardly any reason for me to delay you.”

"First, I wish to communicate; second, to embrace my children and say goodbye for the last time. Will this be allowed?"

"Of course," replied the officer, and he left the room. Aramis dug his nails into his hand and groaned loudly. "Oh! My lord bishop," he cried, grasping Juxon's hands, "where is Providence? Where is Providence?"

"My son," the bishop replied firmly, "you do not see Him because the passions of the world hide Him from sight."

"My son," the king said to Aramis, "do not take it so hard."

"You ask what God is doing. God sees your devotion and my suffering, and believe me, both will be rewarded. So, attribute what is happening to people, not to God. It is people who drive me to my death; it is people who make you weep."

"Yes, sire," Aramis replied, "you are right. It is people I should hold accountable, and I will do so."

"Please, sit down, Juxon," the king said, kneeling. "I must now confess something to you."

“Stay, sir,” he said to Aramis, who was about to leave. “Stay, Parry. I have nothing to say that everyone here cannot hear.”

Juxon sat, and the king, kneeling humbly before him, began his confession.

# Chapter LXVI: Remember!

The crowd had already gathered when the confession ended. The king's children soon arrived—the Princess Charlotte, a beautiful, fair-haired girl with tears in her eyes, and the Duke of Gloucester, a boy of about eight or nine. His dry gaze and curled lip showed a blossoming pride. He had cried all night but would not show his sorrow in public. Charles’s heart softened at the sight of these two children, whom he had not seen for two years and would now meet only in this moment of farewell. He turned to hide a tear, then, summoning all his strength, held his daughter close, urging her to be pious and brave. He then lifted the boy onto his knee. “My son,” he said, “you must have seen very many people in the streets today. These men are going to behead your father. Remember that. One day, they might try to make you king instead of your older brothers, the Prince of Wales or the Duke of York. But you are not the king, my son, and you cannot be while they are alive. Promise me you will never accept a crown unless you have the right to it. For one day—listen well, my son—if you take the crown without true right, they will be your ruin, and you will not be able to face death with as much peace as I do.

"Swear, my son."

The child reached out his small hand towards his father’s and said, "I swear to your majesty."

"Henry," Charles replied, "call me your father."

"Father," the boy said, "I swear that they will kill me before I become king."

"Good, my child. Now kiss me; and you too, Charlotte. Never forget me."

"Oh! Never, never!" both children cried, throwing their arms around their father's neck. "Farewell," Charles said, "farewell, my children. Take them away, Juxon; their tears will take away my courage to die."

Juxon led them out, leaving the doors open this time.

Meanwhile, Athos waited in vain for the signal to resume his work. He spent two long hours in agonizing inaction. Deathly silence filled the room above. At last, he decided to find out the reason for the stillness. He emerged from his hiding spot and, concealed by the dark drapery, stood beneath the scaffold. Peeking behind the fabric, he saw the lines of halberdiers and musketeers by the scaffold, and the first ranks of the crowd surging and groaning like the sea.

“What’s going on?” he wondered, trembling more than the fabric in the wind that he was holding back. “People are rushing around, soldiers are on alert, and in the crowd, I spot D’Artagnan. What is he waiting for? What is he watching? Good heavens! Did they let the executioner get away?”

Suddenly, the low thud of muffled drums echoed through the square. Heavy footsteps sounded above him. Then, the very planks of the scaffold creaked as a procession approached, and the expectant faces of the crowd confirmed what his faint hope had refused to believe until now. At that moment, a familiar voice rang out above him:

“Colonel, I want to address the people.”

Athos shuddered. It was the king’s voice from the scaffold. After drinking a little wine and eating some bread, Charles, tired of waiting for death, had suddenly decided to face it and signaled for the proceedings to begin. The two wings of the window facing the square were thrown open, revealing the vast chamber inside. The crowd watched silently as a masked man came out, carrying an axe, and was recognized as the executioner.

He approached the block and placed his axe on it. Behind him, pale but determined, was Charles Stuart, flanked by two priests and followed by several senior officers. Two rows of supporters took positions on either side of the scaffold. The appearance of the masked executioner stirred a wave of curiosity. Everyone was eager to know who this stranger was who had arrived just in time for what had been promised, especially since many had thought the execution was postponed until the next day. All eyes were on him, searching for clues, but all they could see was a man of average height, dressed in black, apparently older, with a hint of gray showing beneath a mask over his face.

The king’s request was accepted with a nod, and in tones that rang through Athos’s heart, the king began his speech—justifying himself and giving advice for the kingdom’s welfare. “Oh!” Athos thought, “Can it be that I see and hear what I do? Has God abandoned his representative on earth and left him to such misery? And I have not seen him! I have not said goodbye!”

A sound was heard, like the grim noise an executioner’s axe makes as it is lifted. “Do not touch the axe,” the king commanded, then continued speaking.

At the end of his words, the king looked fondly at the crowd. He then took off the diamond ornament the queen had sent him and placed it in the priest’s hands. From his breast, he drew a small cross with diamonds—a gift from Henrietta Maria, like the ornament. “Sir,” he said to the priest, “I will keep this cross in my hand until the end. Take it from me when I am—dead.”

“Yes, sire,” answered a voice Athos recognized as Aramis. The king removed his hat and laid it down.

One by one, he unbuttoned his doublet, took it off, and set it beside his hat. Then, feeling the cold, he asked for his robe, which was quickly given to him. These preparations were performed with such chilling calmness that it seemed he was preparing for bed, not execution.

“Will my hair get in your way?” he asked the executioner, lifting his long hair. “If so, it can be tied back.”

Charles accompanied his words with a look that tried to pierce the executioner’s mask. His calm and noble gaze made the man turn his eyes away. After the king’s searching stare passed over Aramis, he noticed the executioner stayed silent. The king, sensing the hesitation, repeated his question. “It will suffice,” the man replied in a trembling voice, “if you part it at the neck.”

The king parted his hair with his own hands and, looking at the block, said, “This block is rather low; is there not another?”

“It is the usual block,” answered the masked man. “Can you behead me with one blow?” the king asked. “I hope so,” was the reply. Something in those three words was so chilling that everyone but the king shivered.

“I don’t want to be caught unaware,” the king said. “I will kneel to pray; don’t strike then.”

“When should I strike?”

“When I lay my head on the block and say ‘Remember!’ then strike bravely.”

“Gentlemen,” the king said to those around, “I leave you to face the storm; I am going to a kingdom where there are no tempests. Farewell.”

He glanced at Aramis and gave him a subtle nod. “Now,” he continued, “please step back and allow me to say my prayer. You too,” he said to the masked man, “please move aside. It will only take a moment, and I know I am yours now; but remember, don’t strike until I give the signal.”

Then he knelt, made the sign of the cross, and bowed his face to the floor, as if to kiss it. In a low voice, he asked in French, “Comte de la Fere, are you there?”

“Yes, your majesty,” came the trembling reply.

“Faithful friend, noble heart!” said the king. “I should not have been saved. I have spoken to my people and prayed to God; now, finally, I speak to you. I have lost my throne for a cause I believed sacred, and my children have lost their birthright. A million in gold remains, buried in the cellars of Newcastle Keep. You are the only one who knows where. Use it however you think it will best help my eldest son.”

“And now, farewell.”

“Farewell, noble, martyred majesty,” Athos whispered, trembling in terror. A moment of silence followed, and then the king spoke in a deep, commanding voice: “Remember!”

He had scarcely finished the word when a heavy blow shook the scaffold, and a warm drop fell onto Athos’s brow. He staggered back in shock, and instantly, the drops became a crimson flood. Athos dropped to his knees, remaining there as if stunned or disbelieving. Finally, he stood, took his handkerchief, and soaked it in the king’s blood. As the crowd quietly dispersed, he slid down, slipped out from behind the drapes, maneuvered between horses, blended into the crowd, and was the first to reach the inn.

Once in his room, he raised his hand to his face and saw that his fingers were stained by the king’s blood, and he collapsed, unconscious.

# Chapter LXVII: The Man in the Mask

The snow was falling heavily and cold. Aramis was the next to arrive and found Athos nearly unconscious. At the first words Aramis spoke, the comte revived from the stupor that gripped him.

“Well,” said Aramis, “defeated by fate!”

“Defeated!” exclaimed Athos. “Noble and unfortunate king!”

“Are you hurt?” cried Aramis. “No, this is his blood.”

“Where were you, then?”

“Right where you left me—under the scaffold.”

“Did you see everything?”

“No, but I heard all of it. May God spare me another hour like the one I have just lived through.”

“Then you know I didn’t abandon him?”

“I heard your voice until the very end.”

“Here is the order he gave me and the cross I took from his hand; he wanted them returned to the queen.”

“Then here’s a handkerchief to wrap them in,” replied Athos, pulling





Chapter LXVIII: Cromwell’s House

In fact, it was Mordaunt whom D’Artagnan had unknowingly followed. Upon entering the house, Mordaunt removed his mask and false beard. He then went upstairs, opened a door, and found himself in a room lit by a single lamp, face to face with a man sitting at a desk. This man was Cromwell. Cromwell had two or three such secret hideouts in London, known only to his closest allies, and Mordaunt was among them.

“It’s you, Mordaunt,” he said.

“You’re late.”

“General, I wanted to see the ceremony through to the end. That’s why I’m late.”

“Ah! I didn’t expect you to be so interested.”

“I’m always eager to witness the downfall of your enemies, and he was certainly one of the most important. But tell me, General, weren’t you at Whitehall?”

“No,” Cromwell replied. There was a short silence. “Have you heard anything about it?”

“Not a word. I’ve been here since this morning.”

“I only know there was a plot to rescue the king.”

“Ah, you knew about that?” Mordaunt replied. “It doesn’t matter now. Four men, disguised as laborers, were supposed to free the king from prison and bring him to Greenwich, where a ship was waiting.”

“And knowing all this, you chose to stay here, far from the city, calm and inactive.”

“Calm, yes,” Cromwell answered. “But who says I was inactive?”

“But—what if the plan had succeeded?”

“I hoped it would.”

“I thought you believed the death of Charles I was a necessary misfortune for England’s welfare.”

“Yes, his death; but it would have been better if it hadn’t happened on the scaffold.”

“Why is that?” Mordaunt asked, and Cromwell smiled.

“Some might say that I condemned him for justice’s sake, yet let him escape out of pity.”

“But what if he had escaped?”

“That would have been impossible; I took every precaution.”

“Do you know who the four men were who tried to rescue him?”

“The four Frenchmen—two sent by the queen to her husband, and two sent by Mazarin to me.”

“Do you think Mazarin told them to behave as they did?”

“Possibly, but he won’t admit it.”

“Why not?”

“Because they failed.”

“You trusted me with two of these Frenchmen when they were only guilty of fighting for Charles I. Now that they’re mixed up in a plot against England, will you give me all four?”

“Take them,” Cromwell replied.

Mordaunt bowed, a smile of triumphant cruelty on his face.

“Did the people cheer?” Cromwell asked.

“Not much, except for ‘Long live Cromwell!’”

“Where were you posted?”

Mordaunt hesitated, trying to figure out if the general’s question was insignificant or if he already knew everything. But even his sharp eyes couldn’t read Cromwell’s expression.

“I was close enough to hear and see everything,” he replied.

Now Cromwell stared hard at Mordaunt, who remained unmoved.

“It seems,” Cromwell remarked, “that this substitute executioner did an excellent job. At least, that’s what I’m told—the blow was delivered with a master’s skill.”

Mordaunt remembered Cromwell had said he had no detailed knowledge of the event, and now suspected the general had been at the execution, hidden out of sight.

“In fact,” Mordaunt said, keeping his voice calm and face impassive, “it took only one blow.”

“Perhaps it was someone from the profession,” Cromwell suggested.

“Do you think so, sir? He didn’t seem like an executioner.”

“And who else but an executioner would accept such an awful role?”

“But,” Mordaunt replied, “it could have been a personal enemy of the king, someone seeking revenge and accomplishing it that way. Maybe it was a man of rank with serious reasons to hate the fallen king, who, learning the king was to escape, stood before him masked with an axe—not as a deputy for the executioner, but as an instrument of fate.”

“Perhaps.”

“And if that were so, would you blame his actions?”

“It is not my place to judge. That is between his conscience and his God.”

“But what if you knew the man?”

“I neither know him nor want to. As long as Charles is dead, we must thank the axe, not the man.”

“And yet, without the man, the king would have been saved.”

Cromwell smiled.

“They would have taken him to Greenwich,” he said, “and put him on a boat loaded with five barrels of powder in the hold.

Once at sea—you’re too shrewd a politician not to guess the rest, Mordaunt.”

“Yes, they would all have perished in an explosion.”

“Exactly. The explosion would have achieved what the axe could not. People would have said the king escaped human justice only to meet divine justice. Now you see why I avoided meeting your masked man. For all his goodwill, I can’t thank him for what he’s done.”

Mordaunt bowed respectfully.

“Sir,” he replied, “you are a profound thinker, and your plan was brilliant.”

“Call it absurd, since it came to nothing. In politics, the only truly brilliant ideas are those that succeed.”

“Tonight, Mordaunt, go to Greenwich and ask for the captain of the felucca Lightning. Show him a white handkerchief tied at the four corners and tell the crew to disembark and take the powder back to the arsenal, unless—”

“Unless?” Mordaunt interjected, his face lighting up with a fierce kind of joy as Cromwell went on.

“This boat might be useful to you for personal business.”

“Oh, my lord, my lord!”

“That title,” Cromwell chuckled, “is fine here, but don’t use it in public.”

“But soon, sir, that title will be known to all.”

“I hope so,” Cromwell replied, standing and putting on his cloak.

“Are you leaving, sir?”

“Yes,” Cromwell confirmed. “I slept here last night and the night before, and you know I never sleep three nights running in one bed.”

“Then,” Mordaunt said, “I may go free tonight?”

“And all tomorrow, if you wish. Since last night,” he added with a smile, “you’ve done enough for me, and if you have personal affairs, I fairly leave you to them.”

“Thank you, sir. I hope to use my time well.”

As he was about to leave, Cromwell turned and asked,

“Are you armed?”

“I have my sword.”

“And no one is waiting for you outside?”

“No.”

“Then come with me.”

“Thank you, sir, but taking the underground passage would take too much time, and I have none to lose.”

Cromwell pressed a secret lever and opened a door so well concealed by the tapestry that even the sharpest eye would have missed it. The door shut behind him with a soft sound. This entrance led to an underground passage running beneath the street to a grotto in the garden of a house about a hundred yards from that of the future Protector. Grimaud had seen the two men together just before this grotto.

D’Artagnan was the first to recover his calm.

“Mordaunt,” he said.

“Ah! By Heaven! It is truly God who has sent us here.”

“Yes,” Porthos replied, “let’s break down the door and catch him off guard.”

“No,” D’Artagnan countered, “let’s keep quiet. Grimaud, climb up to the window again and see whether Mordaunt is alone and what he’s preparing to do. If he comes out, we’ll nab him. If he stays inside, we’ll break the window.”

“It’ll be quieter and easier than the door,” Grimaud said as he started to climb the wall again. “Athos and Aramis, watch the other door. Porthos and I will stay here.”

The friends spread out.

“He’s alone,” Grimaud whispered. “We didn’t see his companion leave.”

“Maybe he went out the other door,” someone offered.

“What’s he doing?”

“Putting on his cloak and gloves.”

“He’s ours,” D’Artagnan murmured. Porthos instinctively drew his dagger.

“Put it away, my friend,” D’Artagnan said. “Let’s proceed calmly.”

“Quiet!” Grimaud cut in. “He’s coming out. He’s put out the lamp; I can’t see any more.”

“Then get down right away.”

Grimaud dropped down, the snow deadening the sound.

“Now go tell Athos and Aramis to stand on either side of the door and clap when they spot him. We’ll do the same.”

At that moment, the door opened, and Mordaunt stood face to face with D’Artagnan.

Porthos clapped, and the other two came running. Mordaunt was enraged, but kept silent and did not try to call for help. D’Artagnan calmly pushed him back inside and, lit by a lamp on the stairs, made him go up step by step, keeping a sharp watch on Mordaunt’s hands. Mordaunt, seeing it was pointless, made no move to resist. Soon, they stood facing one another in the very room where Mordaunt had spoken with Cromwell just ten minutes earlier.

Porthos came behind, took the lamp from the stair, and lit up the one in the room. Athos and Aramis came in last and locked the door.

“Please, sit down,” D’Artagnan said, pushing a chair toward Mordaunt.

Mordaunt sat, pale but composed. Aramis, Porthos, and D’Artagnan drew their chairs up to him, while Athos remained in a corner, apparently only wanting to observe. He seemed greatly moved. Porthos rubbed his hands in anticipation, and Aramis bit his lips until they bled.

D’Artagnan looked calm, at least outwardly.

“Monsieur Mordaunt,” he said, “since fate has finally brought us together after all this time, let’s have a little talk, shall we?”




Chapter LXIX: A Conversation

Although Mordaunt had been completely caught off guard and climbed the stairs in a daze, he quickly regained his cool once seated and began searching for any chance to escape. His gaze drifted to the sturdy sword at his side, and he instinctively shifted it so it was easily within reach of his right hand. D’Artagnan waited for a reply to his opening and stayed silent.

Aramis muttered, “We’ll just get the same empty phrases.”

Porthos twirled his mustache and grumbled, “There’s too much fuss over dealing with a mere snake tonight.” Athos stayed in his corner, pale and unmoving as a statue. Still, the silence could not last, so D’Artagnan spoke up:

“Sir,” he said with a forced politeness, “it seems to me you change costumes almost as fast as those Italian actors Cardinal Mazarin brought over, whom I expect you saw in France.”

Mordaunt did not reply.

“Just now,” D’Artagnan went on, “you were dressed—or rather, disguised—as a murderer, and now—”

“And now I look exactly like a man about to be murdered.”

“Oh! Sir,” D’Artagnan returned, “how can you say such a thing, when you’re among gentlemen and have such a good sword at your side?”

“No sword is enough against four swords and daggers.”

“Well, that’s not the point. May I ask why you changed your attire?”

“The mask and beard suited you well, and as for the axe, I think it’d fit you still. So, why lay it aside now?”

“Because, thinking of Armentières, I expected to find myself against four axes for every one, and as many executioners as opponents.”

“Sir,” D’Artagnan answered as calmly as ever, “you are very young; I’ll overlook your trifling remarks. What happened at Armentières has nothing to do with this. It’s not as if we could have asked your mother to fight us, sword in hand.”

“Aha! So it’s a duel, then?” Mordaunt said, apparently eager for the challenge.

Porthos rose, always ready for such affairs.

“Excuse me,” said D’Artagnan. “Let’s not be hasty. We can handle this much better. Admit it, Monsieur Mordaunt, you’re dying to kill some of us.”

“All of you,” Mordaunt answered.

“So, dear sir, I’m sure my friends feel the same about you and would happily kill you too. Of course, they’d do it as gentlemen, and my best proof is this—”

With that, he tossed his hat on the floor, moved his chair back to the wall, and bowed to Mordaunt with genuine French grace.

“At your service, sir,” he said. “Perhaps my sword is shorter than yours, but I trust my strength will make up for it.”

“Wait!” Porthos cried, stepping forward. “I’ll go first, no fancy words.”

“Let me deal with this, Porthos,” Aramis interjected.

Athos stayed put, like a statue, even his breath still.

“Gentlemen,” D’Artagnan said, “your turn will come. Monsieur Mordaunt hates you all enough that he won’t refuse later. You can see that in his eyes. So stay as you are, like Athos, who’s showing remarkable control. Besides, let’s not squabble over it.”

“I have business to settle with this gentleman, and I’ll begin at once.”

Porthos and Aramis stepped back, disappointed. D’Artagnan drew his sword and stood before his opponent.

“Sir, I await you.”

“And you, gentlemen, I admire your gallantry. You’re arguing over who fights me first, but you’ve not asked for my preference—the one with the most at stake. I dislike you all, but not equally. I mean to finish you all, but I have a better chance against the first than the second, the second than the third, and the third than the last. So, I claim the right to choose my opponent. If you refuse, you may kill me, but I won’t fight.”

“That’s fair,” agreed Porthos and Aramis, both hoping to be picked.

Athos and D’Artagnan didn’t speak, but their silence seemed to indicate assent.

“Very well,” Mordaunt declared, “I choose as my opponent the man who, not finding himself worthy of the title Comte de la Fère, calls himself Athos.”

Athos stood, but after a moment of silence, surprised his friends by saying,

“Monsieur Mordaunt, a duel between us is out of the question. Please give this honor to someone else.” He sat down again.

“Ah!” Mordaunt sneered, “There’s someone who’s afraid.”

“Damn it!” D’Artagnan cried, running to Athos. “Who says Athos is afraid?”

“Let him speak, D’Artagnan,” Athos replied, a sad, scornful smile on his lips.

“Is that final, Athos?” pressed D’Artagnan.

“Absolutely,” Athos said.

“You hear?” D’Artagnan told Mordaunt.

“The Comte de la Fère won’t honor you by fighting. Choose another of us.”

“So long as I don’t have to fight him, it makes no difference to me. Let’s put our names in a hat and draw lots.”

“That’s a good plan,” said D’Artagnan. “At least it keeps us all good friends,” Aramis added.

“I’d never have thought of that,” Porthos remarked, “but it’s simple.”

“Come on, Aramis,” D’Artagnan urged, “write the names for us, like when you wrote to Marie Michon about how this man’s mother plotted to kill the Duke of Buckingham.”

Mordaunt accepted the challenge stoically. He stood with folded arms, looking as calm as anyone could in such a moment. What he lacked in courage, he made up for with pride. Aramis went to Cromwell’s desk, tore three slips of paper, wrote his own name on one, and the names of his companions on the others. He handed them to Mordaunt, who nodded that he was leaving the choice to Aramis.

Aramis rolled each paper separately and dropped them in a hat, which he handed to Mordaunt. Mordaunt picked one, and with disdain, tossed it on the table unread.

“Ah! Serpent,” D’Artagnan muttered, “I’d give up a captaincy in the musketeers to have my name on that slip.”

Aramis opened it and read aloud, his voice trembling with hatred and vengeance,

“D’Artagnan.”

The Gascon shouted with joy and turned to Mordaunt.

“I hope, sir,” he said, “you have no objections.”

“None,” Mordaunt replied, drawing his sword and resting its point on his boot.

As soon as D’Artagnan saw his wish granted and his opponent could not escape, he recovered his usual composure. He rolled up his cuffs and rubbed the sole of his right boot on the floor, but could not help noticing that Mordaunt was glancing around in a strange way.

“Are you ready, sir?” he asked at last.

“I was waiting for you, sir,” Mordaunt replied, lifting his head and giving D’Artagnan a look impossible to describe.

“Well then,” said the Gascon, “watch yourself, for I’m pretty handy with a rapier.”

“So am I.”

“Glad to hear it; it eases my conscience. Defend yourself.”

“One moment,” said the young man.

“Promise me, gentlemen, that you will not all attack at once, but one after the other.”

“Is that just to insult us, you little viper?”

“No, to set my mind at ease, as you pointed out before.”

“I suspect there’s more to it than that,” D’Artagnan said, shaking his head.

“On the honor of gentlemen,” Aramis and Porthos swore.

“In that case, gentlemen, please move into the corners to give us room. We’ll need it.”

“Yes,” D’Artagnan added, “let’s give this person no excuse to act badly—though, with respect, I believe he’s still tempted.”

This did not affect Mordaunt in the slightest. The space was cleared, and two lamps arranged on Cromwell’s desk to light the duel. The swords met. D’Artagnan was too seasoned a fighter to underestimate Mordaunt. He performed a swift feint, which Mordaunt expertly countered.

“Aha!” he exclaimed, smiling with satisfaction. Without delay, thinking he saw an opening, D’Artagnan thrust forward, forcing Mordaunt to parry a riposte so exact the tip of the sword might have threaded a wedding ring. This time Mordaunt smiled.

“Ah, sir,” said D’Artagnan, “you have a wicked grin. The devil must have taught you that, no?”

Mordaunt answered by testing D’Artagnan’s blade with a sudden vigor that stunned the Gascon, considering Mordaunt looked so slight. Yet with a parry as deft as Mordaunt’s, D’Artagnan managed to stop the blade as it skimmed his own without touching his chest.

Mordaunt stepped back quickly.

“Ah! You’re losing ground; are you turning? Well, that’s fine. Suits me, as I’d rather not see that wicked grin. You have no idea how false you look—especially when frightened. Look me in the eye, and you’ll see something no mirror has shown you—an honest man’s face.”

D’Artagnan’s words, while perhaps not very polite, were typical of him and designed to distract his foe. Mordaunt had no answer. Instead, as he circled, he managed to switch places with D’Artagnan. His mocking smile grew still more unsettling, and the Gascon felt uneasy.

“Come on,” said D’Artagnan, “let’s finish this.” He pressed Mordaunt hard, who kept giving ground on purpose, though always parrying steadily. But as the space was tight, Mordaunt finally landed against the wall, his left hand pressed to it.

“Ah, now you can’t escape, my fine friend!” D’Artagnan said. “Gentlemen, ever seen a scorpion pinned to the wall? No?

“Well, watch closely now!”

With that, D’Artagnan delivered three rapid thrusts, each landing but only grazing Mordaunt. The three friends watched, stunned and breathless. At last, D’Artagnan, finding himself too close, drew back to prepare a fourth attack. As he feinted quickly and struck with




Chapter LXX: The Skiff “Lightning”

D’Artagnan was correct in his assessment; Mordaunt realized he had no time to waste, and he wasted none. He understood the quick decision-making and swift actions that defined his enemies and resolved to act accordingly. This time, the musketeers faced an opponent worthy of their skills. After carefully closing the door behind him, Mordaunt slipped into the underground passage, sheathing his now useless sword along the way. He reached the neighboring house and paused to catch his breath and assess his injuries.

“Good!” he said to himself. “Nothing serious—just a few scratches; two on my arm and one in my chest. The wounds I inflict are far worse—just ask the executioner of Béthune, my uncle, and King Charles. Now, I can’t waste a moment, for even a second lost could mean their salvation. They must die—every last one of them—struck down in one blow, as if by the thunder of men in place of God’s judgment.”

“They must vanish—broken, scattered, annihilated. I will run until my legs can no longer carry me, until my heart bursts in my chest, but I will reach my destination before they do.”

Mordaunt hurried to the nearest cavalry barracks, which was about a quarter of a league away. He covered that distance in four or five minutes. Once at the barracks, he identified himself, chose the best horse from the stables, mounted it, and headed for the main road. A quarter of an hour later, he arrived in Greenwich. “There is the port,” he murmured.

“That dark spot over there is the Isle of Dogs. Perfect! I’m half an hour ahead of them, maybe even an hour. What a fool I was! I’ve nearly exhausted myself with this unnecessary rush. Now,” he said, rising in the stirrups and looking around, “which one is the Lightning?”

Just then, as if in answer to his question, a man lying on a coil of cables stood up and took a few steps toward him.

Mordaunt pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and tied a knot at each corner—the agreed-upon signal—then waved it in the air. The man came closer, wrapped in a large, rough cape that concealed his figure and partly hid his face.

“Do you wish to go on the water, sir?” asked the sailor.

“Yes, exactly. I need to go along the Isle of Dogs.”

“Perhaps you have a preference for one boat over another. You would like one that sails as quickly as—”

“Lightning,” Mordaunt interrupted.

“Then the boat you need is mine, sir. I’m your man.”

“I’m starting to think so, especially if you haven’t forgotten a certain signal.”

“Here it is, sir,” the sailor replied, pulling a handkerchief tied at each corner from his coat.

“Good, that’s right!” Mordaunt exclaimed, jumping off his horse. “We don’t have a moment to waste; please take my horse to the nearest inn and lead me to your vessel.”

“But,” the sailor asked, “where are your companions? I thought there were four of you.”

“Listen to me, sir. I’m not who you think I am; you are at Captain Rogers’s post, aren’t you?”

“Under orders from General Cromwell. My orders also come from him!”

“Indeed, sir, I recognize you; you are Captain Mordaunt.”

Mordaunt was startled. “Oh, don’t worry,” said the captain, revealing his face. “I am a friend.”

“Captain Groslow!” exclaimed Mordaunt. “Yes, that’s me. The general remembered I had served as a naval officer before, so he put me in command of this expedition.”

“Is there anything new in the wind?”

“Nothing.”

“I thought, perhaps, that the king’s death—”

“Has only sped up their escape; they could be here in ten minutes.”

“What have you come for, then?”

“To join you.”

“Ah! So the general doubted my loyalty?”

“No, but I want my share of the revenge. Don’t you have someone who can take care of my horse?”

Groslow whistled, and a sailor appeared. “Patrick,” Groslow said, “take this horse to the stables of the nearest inn. If anyone asks whose it is, just say it belongs to an Irish gentleman.”

The sailor left without a word.

“Now,” Mordaunt said, “aren’t you worried they might recognize you?”

“There’s no risk,” the other replied, “not dressed like this in a pilot coat on such a dark night. Besides, even you didn’t recognize me; they’ll be even less likely to.”

“That’s true,” Mordaunt agreed. “They’re not expecting you. Is everything ready?”

“Yes.”

“The cargo is on board?”

“Yes.”

“Five full casks?”

“And fifty empty ones.”

“Good.”

“We’re transporting port wine to Anvers.”

“Excellent. Now take me aboard and then return to your post; they’ll be here soon.”

“I’m ready.”

“It’s crucial that none of your crew sees me.”

“I only have one man on board, and I trust him completely. He doesn’t know you; like his mates, he’s prepared to follow our orders without any knowledge of our plan.”

“Very well; let’s go.”

They made their way down to the Thames, where a boat was tied to the shore by a chain attached to a stake. Groslow jumped in, followed by Mordaunt, and within five minutes, they had left behind the crowded outskirts of London. Mordaunt spotted the small vessel anchored near the Isle of Dogs. When they reached the side of the felucca, Mordaunt, eager for vengeance, seized a rope and climbed up the side of the ship with a calmness and agility that was rare among those from the land. He and Groslow made their way to the captain’s quarters, a makeshift cabin made of planks, since Captain Rogers had given the main cabin to the passengers at the other end of the boat.

“They won’t need anything on this end, then?” Mordaunt asked.

“Nothing at all,” came the response.

“That’s a great arrangement. Go back to Greenwich and bring them here.”

“I’ll wait in your cabin. Do you have a longboat?”

“The one we arrived in.”

“It seemed light and well-built.”

“Just a canoe, really.”

“Tie it to the stern with a rope and put the oars in it so it can follow behind. Then, if needed, we can just cut the cord. Make sure to pack plenty of rum and biscuits for the crew; if the night turns stormy, they’ll appreciate having something to lift their spirits.”

“Consider it done. Do you want to see the powder room?”

“No. When you return, I’ll set the fuse myself, but make sure to cover your face so they won’t recognize you.”

“Don’t worry.”

“It’s ten o’clock at Greenwich.”

With that, Groslow instructed the sailor on duty to keep a watchful eye, then climbed into the longboat and made his way to Greenwich. The wind was chilly, and the jetty was empty as he arrived. But as soon as he landed, he heard the sound of horses galloping on the cobblestone road.

These horsemen were our allies, or rather, a vanguard made up of D’Artagnan and Athos. As soon as they reached the spot where Groslow stood, they halted, as if sensing he was the person they sought. Athos dismounted and calmly untied the handkerchief that was knotted at each corner, while D’Artagnan, ever vigilant, stayed on horseback, one hand resting on his pistol, leaning forward attentively.

Upon seeing the agreed-upon signal, Groslow, who had initially hidden behind one of the cannons standing there, approached the gentlemen directly. He was so bundled up in his cloak that it would have been impossible to see his face, even if the night hadn’t been so dark that caution seemed unnecessary. Nevertheless, Athos’s sharp gaze quickly revealed that the man before them was not Rogers. “What do you want with us?” he asked Groslow.

“I wish to inform you, my lord,” Groslow replied, using a feigned Irish accent, “that if you’re looking for Captain Rogers, you won’t find him. He fell this morning and broke his leg. However, I’m his cousin; he shared everything with me and asked me to watch in his stead. He told me to guide any gentlemen who bring a handkerchief tied at each corner, like the one you’re holding and the one I have in my pocket.”

He then pulled out the handkerchief. “Was that all he said?” Athos asked. “No, my lord; he mentioned that you promised to pay seventy pounds if I safely brought you to Boulogne or any other port you wish in France.”

“What do you think of all this?” Athos asked D’Artagnan in a low voice, after translating the sailor’s words from English to French. “It seems like a plausible story to me.”

“I think so too.”

“Besides, if he turns out to be untrustworthy, we can always shoot him,” the Gascon replied. “And you, Athos, you know a bit about everything and can lead us.”

“I dare say you know how to navigate, should he fail us.”

“My dear friend, you’re right. My father intended for me to join the navy, so I have some basic knowledge of navigation.”

“You see!” exclaimed D’Artagnan. They then called for their friends, who, along with Blaisois, Mousqueton, and Grimaud, quickly joined them, leaving Parry behind. He was tasked with returning to London with the horses of the gentlemen and their servants, which had been sold to the innkeeper to cover their bill. Thanks to this, the four friends were able to take with them a sum of money that, while not large, was enough to cover any delays or unexpected events. Parry parted from his friends with some regret; they had suggested he accompany them to France, but he immediately declined. “It’s quite simple,” Mousqueton had said, “he’s thinking of Groslow.”

Captain Groslow, as the reader may recall, was the one who had injured Parry.

D’Artagnan quickly fell back into his usual state of suspicion. The wharf seemed too deserted, the night too dark, and the captain too eager to please. He had informed Aramis of what had happened, and Aramis, equally wary, only heightened his concerns. A soft click of Athos’s tongue revealed the Gascon’s unease.

“We don’t have time for doubts right now,” Athos said. “The boat is waiting for us; let’s go.”

“Besides,” Aramis added, “what’s stopping us from being cautious while we board?”

“We can keep an eye on the captain.”

“And if he doesn’t stay on course, I’ll take care of him, that’s all there is to it.”

“Well said, Porthos,” D’Artagnan replied. “Let’s move out, then. You go first, Mousqueton,” he said, pausing his friends to let the servants go ahead and test the plank leading from the pier to the boat. The three servants crossed without incident. Athos followed them, then Porthos, and then Aramis. D’Artagnan brought up the rear, still shaking his head.

“What on earth is wrong with you, my friend?” Porthos asked. “Honestly, you could scare Caesar himself.”

“The issue is,” D’Artagnan replied, “that I don’t see any inspectors, sentinels, or excisemen on this pier.”

“And you’re worried about that?” Porthos exclaimed. “Everything seems to be going smoothly.”

“Things are going too smoothly, Porthos. But never mind; we must trust in God.”

Once the plank was pulled away, the captain took his place at the tiller and signaled to one of the sailors. With a boat-hook in hand, the sailor began to push them out from the maze of boats surrounding them. The other sailor had already settled on the port side and was ready to row. As soon as there was enough space, his companion joined him, and the boat started to move more swiftly.

“At last, we’re off!” exclaimed Porthos.

“Alas,” replied Athos, “we set out alone.”

“Yes, but all four of us together and without a scratch; that’s something to be grateful for.”

“We’re not at our destination yet,” cautioned the prudent D’Artagnan. “Let’s be careful to avoid any misadventures.”

“Oh, my friend!” cried Porthos, “you always bring bad omens, like a crow. Who could possibly intercept us on a night like this, pitch dark, when we can barely see twenty yards ahead?”

“Yes, but tomorrow morning—”

“Tomorrow, we’ll be in Boulogne.”

“I sincerely hope so,” said the Gascon. “I admit my weakness. Yes, Athos, you can laugh, but as long as we were within gunshot of the pier or the ships nearby, I was bracing myself for a terrifying barrage of musket fire that would take us down.”

“But,” Porthos said wisely, “that was impossible; they would have had to kill the captain and the sailors first.”

“Bah! Do you think Monsieur Mordaunt would care about that? You don’t really believe he would consider it a small matter?”

“Regardless,” Porthos said, “I’m glad to hear D’Artagnan admit that he’s afraid.”

“I not only admit it, but I take pride in it,” replied the Gascon. “I’m not as tough as you are.”

“Oho! What’s that?”

“The Lightning,” the captain replied, “our felucca.”

“So far, so good,” Athos laughed. They boarded the vessel, and the captain quickly led them to their designated cabin, which would serve all their needs for the entire group. He then tried to slip away under the pretense of giving orders to someone.

“Wait a moment,” D’Artagnan called out. “How many men do you have on board, captain?”

“I don’t understand,” the captain replied. “Can you explain, Athos?”

After Athos interpreted the question, Groslow answered, “Three, not counting myself.”

D’Artagnan understood, as the captain had raised three fingers while responding. “Oh!” he exclaimed. “I’m starting to feel more at ease. In the meantime, while you all settle in, I’ll take a look around the boat.”

“As for me,” Porthos said, “I’ll take care of supper.”

“A very good idea, Porthos,” the Gascon agreed.

“Athos, lend me Grimaud. He has likely picked up a bit of English from his friend Parry and can act as my interpreter.”

“Go ahead, Grimaud,” Athos replied. D’Artagnan found a lantern on the deck, picked it up, and, holding a pistol in his hand, said to the captain in English, “Come,”—the only English words he knew, along with a classic English oath. With that, he descended to the lower deck.

This area was divided into three sections: one was covered by the floor of the room where Athos, Porthos, and Aramis would spend the night; the second served as the sleeping quarters for the servants; and the third, located under the prow of the ship, was beneath the temporary cabin where Mordaunt was hiding.

“Oho!” D’Artagnan exclaimed as he descended the steps of the hatchway, lantern in hand. “What a number of barrels! It feels like we’re in Ali Baba’s cave. What could be inside them?” he added, setting his lantern down on one of the casks.

The captain seemed eager to return to the deck, but he composed himself and replied, “Port wine.”

“Ah, port wine! That’s a relief,” said the Gascon, “at least we won’t die of thirst. Are they all full?”

Grimaud translated the question, and Groslow, wiping the sweat from his forehead, responded, “Some are full, others are empty.”

D’Artagnan tapped the barrels with his hand, confirming Groslow’s words were true. He then pushed his lantern, much to the captain’s alarm, into the gaps between the barrels. Finding nothing hidden inside, he said, “Let’s go,” and moved toward the door of the second compartment.

“Wait!” the Englishman said, “I have the key to that door.” With a trembling hand, he unlocked it and opened the door to the second compartment, where Mousqueton and Blaisois were preparing supper. It was clear there was nothing to investigate or fear here, so they quickly moved on to examine the third compartment.

This was the room designated for the sailors. Two or three hammocks were suspended from the ceiling, and a table with two benches made up the entire furniture. D’Artagnan picked up a few old sails that were hanging on the walls. Finding nothing suspicious, he returned to the deck of the ship through the hatchway. “And what about this room?” he asked, pointing to the captain’s cabin. “That’s my room,” Groslow replied. “Open the door.”

The captain complied.

D’Artagnan extended his arm, holding the lantern, and peeked through the half-open door. Upon seeing that the cabin was little more than a shed, he remarked, “Good. If there’s an army on board, it’s not hidden here. Let’s see what Porthos has found for supper.” After thanking the captain, he made his way back to the state cabin where his friends were waiting.

Porthos had found nothing to eat, and fatigue had overtaken his hunger. He had fallen into a deep sleep by the time D’Artagnan returned. Athos and Aramis were beginning to doze off, but they opened their eyes halfway when their companion reentered.

“Well!” said Aramis. “Everything is fine; we can sleep peacefully.”

With this reassurance, the two friends fell asleep. D’Artagnan, feeling very tired, said goodnight to Grimaud and settled down in his cloak, with his sword at his side. He positioned himself so that his body blocked the entrance, making it impossible to enter the room without disturbing him.

# Chapter LXXI: Port Wine

In just ten minutes, the masters were asleep; but the servants weren’t so lucky—hungry and even more thirsty than hungry. Blaisois and Mousqueton set about making their rough bed, which consisted of a plank and a valise.

On a swinging table that rocked with the movement of the vessel, there sat a pot of beer and three glasses. “This cursed rocking!” exclaimed Blaisois. “I know it will affect me the same way it did when we crossed before.”

“And to think,” Mousqueton added, “that we have nothing to fend off seasickness but barley bread and hop beer. Ugh!”

“But where is your wicker flask, Monsieur Mousqueton? Have you lost it?” Blaisois asked. “No,” Mousqueton replied, “Parry kept it.”

"Those devilish Scots are always thirsty. And you, Grimaud," he said to his companion, who had just come back from his rounds with D’Artagnan, "are you thirsty?"

"As thirsty as a Scot!" Grimaud answered simply. He then sat down to calculate the accounts of his group, whose finances he managed.

"Oh dear! I'm starting to feel sick!" exclaimed Blaisois.

"If that’s so," Mousqueton said scrupulously, "you should eat something."

"Do you really call that food?" Blaisois asked, gesturing at the barley bread and pot of beer on the table.

“Blaisois,” replied Mousqueton, “remember, bread is the true food of a Frenchman—sometimes he doesn’t even have that. Just ask Grimaud.”

“Yes, but what about beer?” Blaisois shot back. “Is that their main drink?”

“Well,” Mousqueton answered, delicately maneuvering, “I have to admit that I find beer as unpleasant as the English find wine.”

“What? Monsieur Mousqueton! Do the English truly dislike wine?”

“They can’t stand it.”

“But I’ve seen them drink it.”

“Only as a punishment. For example, an English prince once died because they forced him into a barrel of Malmsey. I heard the Chevalier d’Herblay mention it.”

“Foolish man!” exclaimed Blaisois. “I wish I’d been in his place.”

“You can be,” Grimaud said, adding up his figures.

“How?” Blaisois asked, interested. “I can?”

“Go on, explain,” D’Artagnan demanded.

Grimaud continued with his calculations, totaling the sum. “Port,” he said, pointing toward the first compartment he and D’Artagnan had inspected. “Those barrels I saw through the door?”

“Port!” Grimaud responded, starting a new tally.

“I’ve heard,” said Blaisois, “that port is a very good wine.”

“Excellent!” exclaimed Mousqueton, licking his lips. “There’s even port wine in the cellar of Monsieur le Baron de Bracieux.”

“Why don’t we ask these Englishmen to sell us a bottle?” suggested the honest Blaisois.

“Sell?” cried Mousqueton, still influenced by his past as a plunderer. “Clearly, young man, you have no experience. Why buy what you can just take?”

“Take?” replied Blaisois. “Isn’t it wrong to covet your neighbor’s possessions?”

“Where is that forbidden?” asked Mousqueton.

“In God’s commandments, or maybe in the church’s rules—I’m not sure which. All I know is, it says: ‘You shall not covet your neighbor’s goods, nor his wife.’”

“That’s childish reasoning, Monsieur Blaisois,” Mousqueton answered condescendingly. “Yes, childish—I’ll say it again. Show me in the Scriptures where it says the English are your neighbors?”

“Where, indeed,” Blaisois admitted, “I can’t remember at the moment.”

“Childish reasoning—I repeat,” Mousqueton insisted. “If you’d spent ten years at war, as Grimaud and I have, my dear Blaisois, you’d know the difference between someone else’s property and that of your enemies. An Englishman is an enemy; this port wine is English, so it’s ours now.”

“And what about our masters?” Blaisois asked, bewildered by this speech delivered with such supposed wisdom. “Would they agree with that?”

Mousqueton answered with a disdainful smile.

“Do you think I should go disturb those noble lords to say, ‘Gentlemen, your servant Mousqueton is thirsty’? Do you think Monsieur Bracieux cares about my thirst?”

“It’s a very expensive wine,” Blaisois said, shaking his head. “But even if it were liquid gold, our masters wouldn’t deprive themselves. You should know Monsieur de Bracieux is rich enough to drink port wine by the barrel, and he would, even if he had to pay a pistole for every drop.” His manner grew more and more grand as he spoke. Then he stood up, finished

# Chapter LXXII: The Conclusion of the Port Wine Mystery

Grimaud waited until he heard the bolt slide into place, confirming he was alone. Slowly, he got up from his resting spot. “Ah!” he said, wiping the big beads of sweat from his brow with his sleeve. “How lucky Mousqueton was thirsty!”

He hurried to leave through the opening, still feeling as though it was all a dream. But the sight of gunpowder in the tankard shocked him back to reality, revealing that his dream was a grim nightmare.

D’Artagnan listened to these details with growing interest. Before Grimaud finished, he quietly stood and leaned closer to Aramis, gently tapping his shoulder so he wouldn’t startle.

“Chevalier,” he whispered, “get up and make no noise.”

Aramis woke up.

D’Artagnan squeezed his hand and called out again. Aramis responded.

“Athos is close by,” D’Artagnan said. “Wake him like I woke you.”

Aramis easily woke Athos, whose sleep was light, as it often is for those with finely tuned constitutions. Porthos, however, was harder to rouse. Just as Porthos was about to demand an explanation for his interrupted rest—which greatly annoyed him—D’Artagnan silenced him with a hand over his mouth. Then, our Gascon pulled his three friends’ heads together until they nearly touched.

“Friends,” he said, “we have to leave this ship immediately, or we’ll be dead men.”

“Bah!” replied Athos. “You’re still afraid?”

“Do you know who is the captain of this vessel?”

“No.”

“Captain Groslow.”

The three musketeers shuddered, signaling to D’Artagnan that his words were sinking in.

“Groslow!” exclaimed Aramis.

“The devil! Who is this Groslow?” asked Porthos. “I don’t recall him.”

“Groslow is the one who crushed Parry’s head and who’s planning to do the same to us.”

“Oh! oh!”

“And do you know who his lieutenant is?”

“His lieutenant? There isn’t one,” said Athos.

“They don’t have lieutenants on a felucca crewed by just four people.”

“Yes, but Monsieur Groslow isn’t an ordinary captain; he has a lieutenant, and that lieutenant is Monsieur Mordaunt.”

This time the musketeers did more than shudder—they nearly cried out. Those formidable men were under a mysterious, deadly influence that name alone held over them; just hearing it filled them with fear.

“What should we do?” Athos asked.

“We need to take the felucca,” said Aramis.

“And kill him,” added Porthos.

“But the felucca is full of explosives,” D’Artagnan pointed out.

"Those casks I thought were full of port wine are really filled with gunpowder. Once Mordaunt realizes we’ve discovered this, he will destroy everything and everyone—friend and foe alike. I assure you, he’d be a dangerous companion on the road to Heaven or Hell."

"So, you have a plan?" Athos asked.

"Yes."

"What is it?"

"Do you trust me?"

"Give your orders," replied the three musketeers.

"Very well; follow me."

D’Artagnan went to a small, low window, just big enough for a person to squeeze through. He gently turned it on its hinges.

"There," he said, "is our escape."

"Good heavens!"

“It’s cold, my dear friend,” said Aramis. “If you wish, you can stay here, but be warned—it will soon get rather hot.”

“But we can’t swim all the way to shore.”

“The longboat is over there, tied to the felucca. We’ll get in and cut the cable. Let’s go, my friends.”

“One moment,” said Athos. “What about our servants?”

“We’re here!” they called out. Meanwhile, the three friends stood still, transfixed by the terrifying scene D’Artagnan revealed to them by opening the shutters and showing the view through the narrow window. Those who’ve seen such things know nothing is more chilling or awe-inspiring than the raging sea, crashing with its deafening roar and dark waves under the pale wintry moon.

“Heavens, are we hesitating?” cried D’Artagnan. “If we hesitate, what will the servants do?”

“I’m not hesitating,” Grimaud replied.

“Sir,” Blaisois interrupted, “I must warn you I can only swim in rivers.”

“And I can’t swim at all,” Mousqueton added.

But D’Artagnan had already slipped through the window.

“Have you decided, my friend?” Athos asked.

“Yes,” the Gascon replied. “Athos! You, the perfect man, urge the spirit to rule over the flesh.”

"Aramis, give directions to the servants. Porthos, knock down anyone who stands in your way."

After shaking hands with Athos, D'Artagnan waited for the ship to pitch backward so he could jump into water that was already up to his waist. Athos followed just before the felucca rose again on the wave. The cable connecting the boat to the ship was clearly visible as it broke out of the sea. D'Artagnan swam over and grabbed the rope, staying afloat with just his head above water. In a moment, Athos joined him. Then, as the felucca turned, two more heads appeared—Aramis and Grimaud.

“I’m worried about Blaisois,” Athos said. “He says he can only swim in rivers.”

“If he can swim at all, he can swim here. To the boat! Quick!”

“But Porthos, I don’t see him.”

“Porthos is coming—he swims like a fish.”

In fact, Porthos hadn’t surfaced yet because he was caught up in a scene that was half tragic, half comic, with Mousqueton and Blaisois. Both servants were petrified by the roaring sea, the howling wind, and the chasm of dark water yawning beneath them, which stopped them in their tracks.

“Come on, come on!” Porthos yelled. “Jump in.”

“But, sir,” Mousqueton replied, “I can’t swim; I’d rather stay here.”

“And me too, sir,” Blaisois echoed. “I promise I’d just get in the way in that little boat,” Mousqueton said. “And I know I’ll drown before I even reach it,” Blaisois added.

“Move! I’ll strangle both of you if you don’t get out,” Porthos finally shouted, seizing Mousqueton by the throat. “Forward, Blaisois!”

Poor Blaisois’s only answer was a stifled groan, instantly muffled by Porthos’s grip. The giant grabbed him by the neck and heels and dropped him into the water headfirst, just like tossing a plank from a window.

“Now, Mousqueton,” he said, “you’re not going to abandon your master, are you?”

“Oh, sir,” Mousqueton replied, tears welling, “why did you ever rejoin the army? We were so happy at the Chateau de Pierrefonds!”

Without another word, either out of true loyalty or inspired by Blaisois’s fate, Mousqueton jumped headfirst into the sea—a noble gesture, since Mousqueton was resigned to being lost.

But Porthos was not the kind of man to leave an old servant behind. When Mousqueton popped up again, flailing as helplessly as a newborn puppy, he found himself steadied by Porthos’s big hand. Thanks to this help, he could reach the cable with the calm of a sea god and with barely any effort of his own.

Within moments, Porthos joined his companions, who were already in the boat. But when it came time for him to climb aboard, his enormous leg nearly tipped the tiny vessel into the water. Athos climbed in last.

“Is everyone here?” he asked.

“Ah! Do you have your sword, Athos?” called D’Artagnan.

“Yes.”

“Cut the cable, then.”

Athos pulled a sharp dagger from his belt and sliced through the cord. The felucca drifted on while the boat stayed in place, rocked gently by the lapping waves.

“Come, Athos!” said D’Artagnan, offering his hand to the count.

“You’re about to witness something interesting,” added the Gascon.





Chapter LXIII: Fatality

Scarcely had D’Artagnan spoken these words when a sudden, ringing noise echoed through the felucca, which was now lost in the darkness of night.

“That, you can be sure,” said the Gascon, “means something.”

At that moment, they saw a large lantern being carried on a pole across the deck, casting deep shadows. Suddenly, a terrible cry—a cry of utter despair—rang out across the air. As if the anguished screams had cleared the sky, the clouds parted from the moon, revealing the felucca’s gray sails and dark rigging swept in silvery light.

Shadows darted about the ship, seemingly frantic and confused, their movements accompanied by desperate cries. Among the chaos, they spotted Mordaunt on the poop deck holding a torch. The terrified figures, wild with fear, included Groslow, who had assembled his men and the sailors at the time Mordaunt indicated. After listening carefully at the cabin door to make sure the musketeers were still asleep, Mordaunt had gone down to the cellar, certain from the silence that they had sunk into deep slumber.

Driven by a burning desire for revenge and the blind confidence that comes over people in their darkest moments, he hurried to the gunpowder and lit the fuse. On deck, Groslow and his men waited.

“Haul up the cable and bring the boat to us,” ordered Groslow. One of the sailors climbed down the side, found the cable, and pulled it. It came up easily.

“The cable is cut!” he yelled. “There’s no boat!”

“What? No boat?” Groslow exclaimed. “That’s impossible!”

“It’s true,” replied the sailor. “There’s nothing behind the ship, and here’s the end of the cable.”

“What’s going on?” shouted Mordaunt, just emerging from the hatchway and rushing toward the stern, brandishing his torch.

“Our enemies have escaped; they cut the cord and took the boat.”

Mordaunt ran to the cabin and kicked the door open. “It’s empty!” he yelled. “Those demonic fiends!”

“We must pursue them,” Groslow insisted. “They can’t have gotten far—we’ll sink them as we pass over.”

“Yes, but the fire,” Mordaunt answered, “I’ve set it.”

“Ten thousand devils!” Groslow cried, rushing to the hatchway. “There may still be time to save ourselves!”

Mordaunt only gave a cold, chilling laugh, hurled his torch into the sea, and jumped in after it. The instant Groslow set foot on the hatchway steps, the ship erupted like a volcano. Flames exploded skyward, with a roar to rival a hundred cannons. The air burned, ignited by flying embers, and then—the dreadful illumination vanished. The flames dropped, one by one, into the abyss and were snuffed out.

Soon, except for a faint tremor in the air, it was as if nothing had ever happened. The felucca was gone from the sea, and Groslow and his three sailors were no more. The four friends saw everything—not a single moment of that awful scene escaped their notice.

Bathed for an instant in a blinding light that lit the sea for a league around, each man’s figure and expression could be seen—their faces, strong and unyielding, all struck with awe. At last, a shower of brilliant sparks rained down around them, and in another moment the fire was gone. Darkness and silence enveloped them, and only the small boat and the rolling ocean broke the stillness. They sat, silent and low-spirited.

“By Heaven!” Athos finally said, breaking the quiet, “I think it’s over now.”

“Help! Save me!” came a voice, its wretched tone reaching the four friends as if it belonged to a ghost rising from the sea.

All turned to look; even Athos was taken aback.

“It’s him! I recognize that voice!”

A heavy silence fell among them as they gazed into the darkness where the felucca had vanished, trying to see through the gloom. After a minute or two, they could make out a man swimming determinedly toward them. Athos raised his arm to show his friends.

“Yes, yes, I see him clearly,” said D’Artagnan.

“He—again!” cried Porthos, who was panting like a blacksmith’s bellows. “He must be made of iron!”

“Oh, dear God!” muttered Athos.

Aramis and D’Artagnan murmured together. Mordaunt swam a few more strokes, lifting his arm above the water in a desperate plea.

“Have mercy on me, gentlemen, for Heaven’s sake! My strength is failing; I am dying.”

The pitiful voice stirred compassion even in Athos’s heart.

“Poor fellow!” he exclaimed.

“Indeed!” said D’Artagnan. “A monster just has to beg, and you’re ready to forgive him.”

“I think he’s swimming toward us. Does he believe we’ll rescue him? Row, Porthos, row.” He set the example, driving his oar into the water, and with two strokes the boat moved twenty fathoms farther.

“Oh! You won’t abandon me! Don’t leave me to die!”

“You won’t get off so easily!” Mordaunt screamed.

“Ah! Ah!” said Porthos to him. “I believe we’ve got you this time, my hero! The only doors left for you now lead straight to hell.”

“Oh, Porthos!” murmured the Comte de la Fère. “I beg you, in the name of mercy, don’t shrink from me.”

“For pity’s sake!” cried the young man, gasping as he struggled in the icy water, bubbles rising all around. D’Artagnan, after talking quietly with Aramis, turned to the poor wretch.

“Go away,” he said. “Your remorse is too new to trust. Look! The ship where you meant to roast us is still smoking. Your plight right now is paradise compared to the fate you planned for us—or inflicted on Monsieur Groslow and the others.”

“Sir!” Mordaunt called, his tone desperate, “my remorse is sincere. Gentlemen, I am young—only twenty-three. I was driven to avenge my mother. In my place, you would have done the same.”

Mordaunt now needed only a few more strokes to reach the boat, the nearness of death lending him a burst of almost superhuman strength.

“Am I really to die?” he cried. “Will you kill the son as you killed the mother? If I am guilty and I beg for mercy—truly I should receive it.”

Then, as his strength faded, he struggled to stay above the water, but a wave broke over his head and silenced him. “Oh!”

“This is heartbreaking,” cried Athos.

Mordaunt surfaced again.

“For my part,” said D’Artagnan, “this must end now. You, who killed your uncle! You, who executed King Charles! You, the arsonist! I suggest you sink straight to the bottom; and if you come any closer, I’ll smash your head in with this oar.”

“D’Artagnan!”

“D’Artagnan!” Athos cried, “my son, I beseech you; the poor wretch is dying, and it’s too horrible to sit by and watch. I can’t stand by and do nothing—he must live.”

“Good heavens!” said D’Artagnan. “Why not tie yourself hand and foot and throw yourself to that scoundrel? Ah, Comte de la Fère! Do you really wish to die by his hand? I, your son—as you call me—won’t allow it!”

This was the first time ever that D’Artagnan denied a request from Athos. Aramis, meanwhile, calmly drew his sword—which he had carried between his teeth while swimming.

“If he so much as touches the edge of the boat, I’ll cut off his hand, regicide though he is.”

“And I,” Porthos declared. “Just wait.”

“What are you thinking of doing?” Aramis asked.

“I’ll leap in and strangle him.”

“Oh, gentlemen!” Athos cried. “Be men! Be Christians! Look—death is already written in his face!”

“Ah! Don’t torment me with this remorse! Spare this wretch, for heaven’s sake. I’ll be grateful, always—I—”

“I am dying!” cried Mordaunt. “Come to me! Come to me!”

D’Artagnan felt moved by compassion. In that moment, the boat turned, bringing the dying man within Athos’s reach.

“Monsieur the Comte de la Fère,” he cried, “I beg—have mercy! I call on you—where are you? I can’t see you anymore—I’m dying—save me! Please, save me!”

“Here I am, sir!” said Athos, leaning forward and reaching out his arm to Mordaunt, his voice dignified and noble as ever. “Here I am—give me your hand and come into the boat.”

Mordaunt summoned a final effort—he rose up, seized the outstretched hand, and gripped it desperately.

“That’s it,” said Athos. “Now give me your other hand, here.” He offered his shoulder for added support, bringing their heads close, and for that moment, these mortal enemies were locked together as if they were brothers.

“Now, sir,” the count said, “you are saved—calm yourself.”

“Ah, my mother,” Mordaunt shouted, his eyes flaming with uncontrollable hate, “I can only offer you one victim, but it’s the one you would have chosen yourself!”

As D’Artagnan shouted, Porthos raised his oar, and Aramis searched for somewhere to strike. The boat suddenly jolted, throwing Athos into the sea. Mordaunt, crying out in triumph, seized his victim and wrapped arms and legs around the musketeer, pinning him. Athos fought for a moment to stay afloat, but Mordaunt’s weight pulled him under. After a final desperate struggle, only his long hair floated, and then both vanished, the fading bubbles marking where they went down.

Stunned with horror, the three friends sat frozen, mouths open, eyes wide, arms thrown forward like statues. Still as they were, the pounding of their hearts seemed to thunder. Porthos was first to recover; he tore his hair.

“Oh!” he cried, “Athos! Athos! noble soul—woe to me! I let you die!”

Right then, in the silvery circle of moonlight, the eddy caused by the struggling pair showed again. First, a lock of hair emerged, then a pale face—eyes open, but fixed with the look of death. A body rose half out of the water before rolling over onto its back, rocking gently with the waves. In the dead man’s chest was a dagger, its gold hilt glittering in the moonlight.

“Mordaunt!”

“Mordaunt!” the three friends cried. “It’s Mordaunt!”

“But Athos?” D’Artagnan shouted.

Suddenly, the boat tilted under a new weight, and Grimaud cried out for joy. All turned to see Athos—pale, dim-eyed, shaking—cling to the boat’s side. Eight strong arms hauled him in, and they laid him down, warming and reviving him with deep affection, all overcome with happiness.

“You’re not hurt?” D’Artagnan asked.

“No,” answered Athos, “and he—”

“Oh, he! Now we may truly say, thank Heaven!”

“He is quite dead. Look!” D’Artagnan told Athos, pointing to Mordaunt’s body floating on its back. Sinking and surfacing, it glared up at the four friends, seeming to mock them with hatred even in death. At last the corpse sank for good. Athos watched, his face dark with sorrow and pity.

“Bravo, Athos!” said Aramis, his voice unusually moved.

“A powerful blow you landed!” cried Porthos.

“I have a son. I wanted to live,” Athos said.

“In short,” added D’Artagnan, “it was the will of God.”

“It was not I who killed him,” Athos said softly. “It was destiny.”




Chapter LXIV: How Mousqueton Had a Narrow Escape from Being Eaten

A deep hush fell over the boat for a long time after that terrible scene.

The moon, which had briefly shone down, vanished again behind the clouds. All was once more wrapped in darkness—the kind that’s frightening in deserts, and even more so on the vast, watery desert of the sea. The only sound was the west wind, whistling over the crests of the waves.

Porthos was the first to break the silence. “I’ve witnessed horrors before,” he said, “but nothing has shaken me like this. Still, for all my agitation, I must admit I feel relief. It’s as if a hundred-pound weight has been lifted from my chest—and now I can breathe properly again.” And truly, Porthos drew such a deep breath it proved the strength of his mighty lungs.

“For my part,” Aramis said, “I can’t claim the same, Porthos. I’m still trembling so hard it’s as if my eyes are deceiving me. I keep looking in the boat, half-expecting that poor wretch’s hand, clutching his dagger, to rise from his grave.”

“Oh, I feel quite at ease,” answered Porthos. “That dagger went straight at the sixth rib and sank in to the hilt




Chapter LXXV: The Return

During the six weeks that Athos and Aramis were away from France, the people of Paris awoke one morning to find themselves without either their queen or king. This sudden absence left them deeply frustrated, and though they had long wished for Mazarin’s departure, that desire did not compensate for the loss of their two esteemed leaders. The initial reaction in Paris upon hearing of the flight to Saint Germain resembled the fear children feel when they awaken alone in the dark.

In response, a delegation was sent to the queen, urging her to return to Paris. However, she not only refused to meet with the deputies but also sent a message through Chancellor Seguier, stating that unless the parliament humbled itself before her by retracting all the issues that had caused the conflict, Paris would be under siege the very next day. Unfortunately for the court, this threatening reply backfired. It wounded the pride of the parliament, which, supported by the citizens, declared Cardinal Mazarin to be the root of all the unrest. They denounced him as an enemy of both the king and the state, ordering him to leave the court that very day and to leave France within a week. They further commanded that, should he disobey, all subjects of the king were to pursue and capture him.

With Mazarin now outside the protection of the law, both sides began their preparations—the queen preparing to attack Paris, and the citizens preparing to defend it. The citizens set to work breaking up the pavement and stretching chains across the streets when the Prince de Conti, brother of the Prince de Condé, and the Duc de Longueville, his brother-in-law, arrived, accompanied by the coadjutor. This unexpected group of allies entered Paris on January 10th, and after a heated debate, the Prince de Conti was appointed commander of the king’s army outside the city.

Meanwhile, the Duc de Beaufort arrived from Vendôme, as recorded in the chronicles of the time, bringing with him his noble bearing and long, beautiful hair—qualities that won him influence in the marketplaces. The Parisian army organized itself with the swift efficiency typical of the bourgeois whenever necessity forced them to take on the role of soldiers. On the 19th, this makeshift army attempted a sortie, more to establish its own existence than out of any real intent to fight.

They carried a banner bearing the unusual inscription: “We are seeking our king.”

The following days were filled with minor skirmishes, amounting only to the theft of a few herds of cattle and the burning of two or three houses. Such was the state of affairs until early February. On the first day of that month, our four companions arrived in Boulogne and, dividing into two groups, set out for Paris. By the end of the fourth day of their journey, Athos and Aramis reached Nanterre, which they carefully skirted, wary of encountering any troops from the queen’s army. Athos was hesitant to take such precautions, but Aramis wisely reminded him that they could not afford recklessness—they had been entrusted by King Charles with a vital and sacred mission, one that, received at the foot of the scaffold, could only be fulfilled at the feet of Queen Henrietta. At that, Athos relented.

Upon entering the capital, Athos and Aramis found the city on alert. The sentry at the gate refused them entry and called for his sergeant. The sergeant, displaying the self-importance typical of those in uniform, asked:

“Who are you, gentlemen?”

“Two gentlemen,” they replied.

“And where are you coming from?”

“From London.”

“And what is your business in Paris?”

“We have a mission for Her Majesty, the Queen of England.”

“Ah, it seems everyone is going to see the Queen of England. We already have three gentlemen at the station whose passports are being examined, also on their way to Her Majesty. Where are your passports?”

“We don’t have any. We left England unaware of the political situation here, as we departed Paris before the king left.”

“Ah!” said the sergeant with a sly smile, “so you are Mazarinists sent as spies.”

“My dear friend,” Athos interjected, “rest assured, if we were Mazarinists, we would have all the right passports. In your position, you should be wary of those who have every formality in order.”

“Enter the guardroom,” the sergeant instructed. “We will present your case to the commandant.”

The guardroom was buzzing with citizens and commoners, some playing games, some drinking, and others talking.

In a corner, almost hidden, three gentlemen waited, having arrived before Athos and Aramis, while an officer examined their passports. The immediate reaction of both these three and the newcomers was to exchange curious glances. The first arrivals were dressed in long cloaks, which they wrapped tightly around themselves; one, shorter than the others, hung back, seemingly reluctant to step forward.

When the sergeant entered and mentioned he was likely bringing in two Mazarinists, the officers on duty unanimously agreed that they should not be allowed to pass. “So be it,” Athos replied. “However, I expect we will gain entry, since we seem to be among reasonable men. The best course is to send our names to Her Majesty the Queen of England, and if she agrees to vouch for us, I believe we’ll be allowed to enter.”

At these words, the shortest of the three men became even more attentive, pulling his cloak more tightly around himself.

“Good heavens!” whispered Aramis to Athos, “did you see that?”

“What?” Athos replied. “The face of the shortest of those three gentlemen?”

“No.”

“He looked familiar to me—but I must be mistaken.”

Just then, the sergeant returned after receiving orders and pointed to the three cloaked gentlemen. “Their passports are in order; let these three gentlemen pass.”

The three bowed and quickly took advantage of their permission. Aramis watched them closely, and as the last one passed near him, he squeezed Athos’s hand. “What is it, my friend?” Athos asked. “I feel as if I’m dreaming; tell me, sergeant,” he said, addressing the sergeant, “do you know those three gentlemen who just left?”

“Only by their passports; they’re three Frondists, on their way to rejoin the Duc de Longueville.”

“That’s odd,” Aramis said almost involuntarily; “I thought I recognized Mazarin himself.”

The sergeant burst out laughing. “Him? He wouldn’t dare show himself among us, not with the risk of being hanged!”

“Not quite that foolish, surely.”

“Ah!” muttered Athos, “Perhaps I was mistaken; I don’t have D’Artagnan’s sharp eye.”

“Who is talking about Monsieur D’Artagnan?” asked an officer who appeared just then at the door. “What!” exclaimed Aramis and Athos, “Planchet, is it you?”

“Yes, it’s Planchet,” Grimaud chimed in. “Planchet, wearing a gorget no less!”

“Ah, gentlemen!” cried Planchet. “So you’re back in Paris! How happy you make us! I take it you’ve come to join the princes?”

“As you see, Planchet,” said Aramis, while Athos smiled at the important post now held by their former companion in the city militia along with Mousqueton, Bazin, and Grimaud. “And regarding Monsieur D’Artagnan, whom you just named, Monsieur d’Herblay; do you have any news of him?”

“We parted ways with him four days ago, and believe he has reached Paris ahead of us.”

“No, sir; I’m sure he hasn’t arrived yet.”

“Then perhaps he stopped at Saint Germain?”

“I doubt it; we agreed to meet at La Chevrette.”

“I was there today.”

“And the lovely Madeleine had no news?” Aramis asked with a smile. “No, sir, and I must confess she seemed quite worried.”

“Indeed,” said Aramis, “we haven’t dawdled; we made our trip with all speed. Allow me, dear Athos, to pay my respects to M. Planchet without further questions for now about our friend.”

“Ah, Monsieur le Chevalier,” Planchet said with a bow. “Lieutenant?” Aramis asked. “Lieutenant, with a promise of promotion to captain.”

“Excellent! And how did you earn these distinctions?”

“First, you understand, gentlemen, I played a part in Monsieur de Rochefort’s escape; well, I was nearly hanged by Mazarin, and that made me more popular than ever.”

“So, thanks to your popularity—”

“No; thanks to something more important.”

“You know, gentlemen, I served in the Piedmont regiment as a sergeant?”

“Yes.”

“Well, one day, when nobody could manage a group of citizens who began to march—half starting on the right foot and half on the left—I got them to all start on the same foot, and was instantly made lieutenant.”

“So I suppose,” said Athos, “you have many nobles with you?”

“Certainly. There’s the Prince de Conti, the Duc de Longueville, the Duc de Beaufort, the Duc de Bouillon, the Marechal de la Mothe, the Marquis de Sevigne, and more—I can’t remember all of them.”

“And the Vicomte Raoul de Bragelonne?” Athos asked, his voice trembling. “D’Artagnan told me he entrusted his care to you when we parted.”

“Yes, Count; I haven’t let him out of my sight for a single moment.”

“Then,” said Athos, with delight, “he is well? Nothing has happened to him?”

“Nothing at all, sir.”

“And he is still living?”

“Yes, at the Hotel of the Great Charlemagne.”

“And how does he spend his time?”

“Sometimes with the Queen of England, sometimes with Madame de Chevreuse. He and the Count de Guiche are inseparable.”

“Thank you, Planchet, thank you!” cried Athos, reaching out to the lieutenant. “Oh, sir!” Planchet only touched the tips of the count’s fingers.

“Well, what are you about, Count—talking to a former lackey?” Athos replied, “My friend, he brings news of Raoul.”

“And now, gentlemen,” Planchet interjected, who had missed their previous exchange, “what is your plan?”

“To re-enter Paris, if you allow us, my dear Planchet.”

“Allow you, sir? I remain, as always, only your servant.” He turned to his men.

“Let these gentlemen pass,” he ordered. “They are friends of the Duc de Beaufort.”

“Long live the Duc de Beaufort!” shouted the sentinels. The sergeant approached Planchet. “What? No passports?” he muttered.

“Without passports,” Planchet replied. “Take note, Captain,” he continued, using the title he aspired to, “one of the three men who just left here privately warned me to be suspicious of these gentlemen.”

“And I,” Planchet answered with dignity, “know them well and vouch for them.”

As he spoke, he grasped Grimaud’s hand, who appeared proud of the gesture. “Farewell, until we meet again,” Aramis said as they took their leave of Planchet. “If anything happens to us, we’ll hold you accountable.”

“Sir,” Planchet replied, “I am at your service in all things.”

“That man is no fool,” Aramis remarked as he mounted his horse. “How could he be?” Athos replied, also getting on his horse, “after all, he’s been used to brushing your hats for so long.”




Chapter LXXVI: The Ambassadors

The two friends rode swiftly down the slope of the Faubourg, but upon reaching the bottom, they were surprised to find that the streets of Paris had become rivers, and the open spaces turned to lakes. Following the heavy rains in January, the Seine had overflowed its banks, flooding half the city.

The two gentlemen were therefore forced to dismount their horses and take a boat, approaching the Louvre in this unusual manner. Night had fallen, and Paris, lit by flickering lanterns reflecting on the water, was bustling with ferry boats of all kinds, including those manned by armed patrols exchanging watchwords as they moved from post to post. This scene captivated Aramis, a man particularly sensitive to martial impressions.

They arrived at the queen’s apartments but had to wait in the ante-chamber, as Her Majesty was currently receiving gentlemen who had come to deliver news from England. “We, too,” Athos said to the footman who brought this message, “not only bring news from England, but have just come from there ourselves.”

“What are your names, gentlemen?” asked the footman.

“The Comte de la Fere and the Chevalier d’Herblay,” Aramis answered. “Ah!”

“In that case, gentlemen,” said the footman, recognizing the names the queen had often mentioned with hope, “it’s a different matter. I believe Her Majesty will forgive me for not keeping you waiting here any longer. Please, follow me.” He led the way, with Athos and Aramis closely behind.

When they reached the door of the room where the queen was receiving guests, he signaled for them to wait and then opened the door.

“Madame,” he said, “I hope Your Majesty will forgive my disobedience when you learn that the gentlemen I am about to announce are the Comte de la Fère and the Chevalier d’Herblay.”

Upon hearing these names, the queen cried out in joy, which Athos and Aramis could hear. “Poor queen!” murmured Athos. “Oh, let them come in! Let them come in!” cried the young princess, eagerly rushing to the door.

The poor child was always by her mother’s side, trying to ease her pain and help her forget the absence of her two sons and her other daughter. “Come in, gentlemen,” the princess said, opening the door herself. The queen was seated in an armchair, with two or three gentlemen standing before her, including the Duc de Chatillon, brother of the nobleman killed eight or nine years earlier in a duel over Madame de Longueville in the Place Royale. Athos and Aramis had noticed these gentlemen in the guardhouse, and when their names were announced, the two friends exchanged startled glances and whispered to one another.

“Well, gentlemen!” exclaimed the queen, seeing Athos and Aramis. “You’ve arrived, my loyal friends! But the royal couriers have been faster than you. Here are Monsieur de Flamarens and Monsieur de Chatillon, who bring me the latest news from Her Majesty, Queen Anne of Austria.”

Aramis and Athos were surprised by the queen’s composure, even her cheerfulness.

“Go ahead with your account, gentlemen,” the queen said, turning to the Duc de Chatillon. “You said that His Majesty King Charles, my dear husband, had been condemned to death by a majority of his subjects!”

“Yes, madame,” Chatillon stammered. Athos and Aramis grew more astonished. “And that as he was being taken to the scaffold,” the queen continued, “oh, my lord! oh, my king!—he was saved by an outraged crowd.”

“Indeed, madame,” Chatillon replied, his voice so low that even with the two friends listening intently, they could barely hear. The queen clasped her hands in heartfelt gratitude, while her daughter wrapped her arms around her neck and kissed her, her own eyes filled with tears.

“Now, madame, all that remains for me is to offer my respectful homage,” said Chatillon, feeling uneasy and ashamed under Athos’s stern gaze.

“Just a moment, please,” the queen replied. “One moment—I beg you—for here are the Chevalier d’Herblay and the Comte de la Fere, just arrived from London. They can give you firsthand details to share with the queen, my royal sister. Speak, gentlemen, speak—I am listening; hold nothing back, and don’t soften anything. As long as His Majesty lives and the honor of the throne is safe, everything else matters little to me.”

Athos turned pale and pressed a hand to his heart. “Well!” the queen exclaimed, noting his reaction and his pallor.

“Please, speak, sir! I urge you.”

“I must beg your pardon, madame; I prefer not to add to what these gentlemen have told you, at least until they realize they may have been mistaken.”

“Mistaken!” the queen exclaimed, nearly fainting with emotion. “Mistaken! What has happened, then?”

“Sir,” Monsieur de Flamarens said to Athos, “if we are mistaken, the queen is the one misinformed. I doubt you would presume to correct her—that would imply accusing Her Majesty, Queen Anne, of falsehood.”

“With the queen, sir?” Athos answered, his voice calm, yet firm. “Yes,” Flamarens murmured, lowering his eyes. Athos sighed deeply.

“Or rather, sir,” Aramis said, with his usual and somewhat biting politeness, “it is the mistake of the person who was with you when we saw you in the guardroom. If the Comte de la Fere and I are not mistaken, there was a third gentleman with you.”

Chatillon and Flamarens flinched. “Please explain, Count!” the queen exclaimed, her anxiety mounting. “I see despair on your face—your lips tremble before speaking dreadful news—your hands shake. Oh, my God! What has happened?”

“Lord!” cried the young princess, falling to her knees, “have mercy on us!”

“Sir,” Chatillon said, “if you bring bad news, it would be cruel to speak it before the queen.”

Aramis stepped closer to Chatillon, almost touching him.

“Sir,” he said, his lips set and his eyes flashing, “surely you are not bold enough to tell the Comte de la Fère and me what we should or should not say here, are you?”

During this brief exchange, Athos approached the queen, hands pressed to his heart, head bowed low. In a voice full of deep sorrow, he said:

“Madame, princes—who by their very nature stand above others—are granted by Heaven the courage to bear greater misfortunes than those of lowlier birth, for their hearts are as elevated as their station. We must not treat a queen as illustrious as your majesty as we would a woman of lesser standing. Queen, destined as you are to carry every sorrow in this world, hear the outcome of our unhappy mission.”

Kneeling before the queen, trembling and very cold, Athos took from his breast a case holding the diamond-studded order the queen had given to Lord de Winter, as well as the wedding ring that Charles I had entrusted to Aramis before his death. From the moment he had received these two tokens, Athos had never let them leave his possession. He opened the case and offered them to the queen, overwhelmed with silent anguish.

The queen reached out, took the ring, pressed it fervently to her lips, and, unable to utter a sigh or a sob, stretched out her arms, turned pale, and fainted into the arms of her attendants and her daughter. Athos kissed the hem of the widowed queen’s robe and rose, carrying himself with a dignity that left a deep impression on all present.

“I, the Comte de la Fere, a gentleman who has never deceived anyone, swear before God and this grieving queen that all possible was done to save the king of England while we were on English soil. Now, chevalier,” he added, turning to Aramis, “let us go. Our duty is fulfilled.”

“Not quite yet,” Aramis replied. “We still have something more to say to these gentlemen.”

He turned to Chatillon. “Sir, do not leave before giving me the opportunity to speak with you about something I cannot discuss in front of the queen.”

Chatillon nodded, and they all went to a window in a gallery on the ground floor. “Sir,” Aramis said, “you have just behaved toward us in a most extraordinary way. Such behavior is unacceptable in any situation, and even more so from those sent to bring the queen a message from a liar.”

“Sir!” De Chatillon exclaimed.

“What have you done with Monsieur de Bruy? Has he gone off to change his appearance, which looked a little too much like that of Monsieur de Mazarin? There are plenty of Italian masks at the Palais Royal—from harlequin to pantaloon.”

“Chevalier! Chevalier!” Athos exclaimed. “Let me be,” Aramis replied, his impatience clear. “You know I dislike leaving things unfinished.”

“Then finish it, sir,” De Chatillon retorted, matching Aramis’s arrogance.

“Gentlemen,” Aramis went on, “anyone except the Comte de la Fere and myself would have had you arrested—we have friends in Paris. But we choose another way. Come, let’s talk for five minutes, swords drawn, on this deserted terrace.”

“One moment, gentlemen,” Flamarens broke in. “I realize the challenge is tempting, but right now, accepting it is impossible.”

“And why is that?” Aramis asked, teasing. “Is it the presence of Mazarin that makes you so careful?”

“Oh, did you hear that, Flamarens?” Chatillon cried. “Not responding would stain my name and honor.”

“I agree,” said Aramis. “But I suspect you will not respond, and soon these gentlemen will feel as I do.”

Aramis shook his head with unmistakable arrogance.

Chatillon saw the gesture and put his hand to his sword. “Gladly,” replied De Chatillon. “Duke,” Flamarens said, “remember that tomorrow you must lead a crucial expedition, cleared by the prince and the queen. Until tomorrow evening, you are not your own master.”

“Then the day after tomorrow,” Aramis suggested.

“Tomorrow, instead,” De Chatillon insisted, “if you are willing to come as far as the gates of Charenton.”

“How could I doubt it, sir? For the pleasure of meeting you, I would travel to the ends of the earth.”

“Very well, tomorrow it is, sir.”

“I’ll hold you to it.”

“Are you going back to your cardinal? First, swear on your honor you won’t inform him of our return.”

“Conditions?”

“Why not?”

“Because it is the victors who set the terms, and you are not victors yet, gentlemen.”

“Then let’s settle it right now. It makes no difference to us—we do not command tomorrow’s expedition.”

Chatillon and Flamarens exchanged glances. There was such irony in Aramis’s words and tone that the duke could barely control his anger. However




Chapter LXXVII: The Three Lieutenants of the Generalissimo

The night was dark, but the town was alive with the sounds that unmistakably mark a city under siege. Athos and Aramis could hardly walk a hundred steps without being stopped by sentinels at the barricades, each demanding the password. When they explained that they were on an important mission to Monsieur de Bouillon, a guide was assigned—ostensibly to show them the way, but really to keep watch on their movements.

When they arrived at the Hotel de Bouillon, they found a small group of three gentlemen who seemed to know every possible password. They walked without any guide or escort, and when they reached the barricades, a few words to the guards were enough for them to pass, clearly due to the respect commanded by their noble status.

Seeing them, Athos and Aramis paused. “Oh!” exclaimed Aramis, “do you see, Count?”

“Yes,” replied Athos. “Who do you think those three cavaliers are?”

“What’s your guess, Aramis?”

“Well, they’re from our side.”

“You’re right; I recognize Monsieur de Flamarens.”

“And I see Monsieur de Chatillon.”

“As for the cavalier in the brown cloak—”

“It has to be the cardinal.”

“In person.”

“How could they dare come so close to the Hotel de Bouillon?”

Athos smiled but didn’t answer. Five minutes later, they knocked at the prince’s door. There, a sentinel stood guard, and in the courtyard, another man was posted, ready to respond to the orders of the Prince de Conti’s lieutenant. Monsieur de Bouillon was suffering from gout, yet despite this illness that had prevented him from riding for a month—ever since Paris was under siege—he was ready to receive the Comte de la Fere and the Chevalier d’Herblay.

He was in bed, surrounded by the implements of war. Swords, pistols, breastplates, and arquebuses were scattered about him, making it plain that once the gout subsided, Monsieur de Bouillon would be a formidable foe for the parliament’s enemies. For now, he lamented, he was forced to stay abed.

“Ah, gentlemen,” he exclaimed as his two friends entered, “how lucky you are! You get to ride, come and go, fight for the people’s cause. But look at me—stuck in bed, ah!”

“This cursed gout—this cursed gout!”

“My lord,” Athos said, “we just arrived from England, and our first concern was to check on your health.”

“Thank you, gentlemen, thank you! As you see, my health is poor. But you say you’ve come from England. Is King Charles well, as I’ve just heard?”

“He’s dead, my lord,” Aramis replied.

“What?!” cried the duke, shocked. “Dead—on the scaffold, condemned by parliament.”

“Unbelievable!”

“And executed before our eyes.”

“Then, what on earth has Monsieur de Flamarens been telling me?”

“Monsieur de Flamarens?”

“Yes, he just left.”

Athos smiled.

“With two companions?” he asked.

“Yes, with two companions,” the duke answered, showing a touch of unease, “Did you see them?”

“Yes, I believe we did, in the street,” Athos answered, exchanging a smile with Aramis, who looked surprised.

“Curse this gout!” exclaimed Monsieur de Bouillon, clearly frustrated.

“My lord,” Athos said, “we admire your dedication to this cause, heading the army despite suffering so much.”

“One must,” said Monsieur de Bouillon, “put aside personal comfort for the greater good; but I have to admit, this has nearly broken me. My spirit is willing, my mind is clear, but this cursed gout defeats me.”

“Frankly, if the court would just grant justice to my claims and give the title of prince to our house, and if my brother De Turenne were restored to his command, I’d gladly return to my estates and let the court and parliament sort out their own disputes.”

“You are quite right, my lord.”

“Really? Because the court has just approached me; until now I’ve turned them down. But since wise men like you say I’m making a mistake, I must take your advice seriously and might accept the offer just made to me by the Duc de Chatillon.”

“Accept it, my lord, accept it,” Aramis urged.

“Yes! In fact, I nearly refused it this evening—but there’s a conference tomorrow, so we’ll see.”

The two friends bowed to the duke.

“Go, gentlemen,” he said. “After your journey, you must be tired.”

Poor King Charles! Still, it’s partly his own doing; and France, at least, has no reason for shame—she did all she could to help him.”

“Oh, in that,” said Aramis, “we’re witnesses. Especially Mazarin—”

“Yes, I’m honestly glad to hear you say so. The cardinal has his merits, and if he weren’t a foreigner, he’d be judged more fairly. Oh, this gout is dreadful!”

Athos and Aramis left, Duke Bouillon’s cries still echoing down the halls behind them. Once in the street, Aramis remarked,

“Well, Athos, what do you think?”

“Of whom?” Athos replied.

“Monsieur de Bouillon, obviously.”

“My friend, I think he’s quite troubled by gout.”

“You noticed I didn’t mention why we visited?”

“You did the right thing; that would have triggered one of his fits. Let’s go to Monsieur de Beaufort.”

They made their way to the Hôtel de Vendôme, arriving at ten. The Hôtel de Vendôme was as heavily guarded as the Hôtel de Bouillon, equally imposing. Sentinels stood posted, a guard was stationed in the courtyard, weapons were stacked, and saddled horses waited at the ready.

As they entered, two horsemen had to move aside for them.

“Ah! gentlemen,” Aramis murmured, “so many familiar faces tonight. It would be a real pity if, after seeing each other so often tonight, we fail to meet again tomorrow.”

“Oh, you can count on it, sir,” replied Chatillon, as he left with Flamarens, having just visited the Duc de Beaufort. “If we can meet by night without even looking for each other, we’ll certainly meet by day when we do want to.”

“I hope so,” Aramis said.

“I’m sure of it,” the duke replied.

De Flamarens and De Chatillon then continued on as Athos and Aramis dismounted. As soon as they handed the reins to attendants and took off their cloaks, a man approached them. He regarded them in the dim light from the courtyard lantern, then joyfully rushed forward and hugged them.

“Comte de la Fere! Chevalier d’Herblay! What brings you to Paris?” he exclaimed.

“Rochefort!” both replied together.

“Yes! We arrived about four or five days ago from Vendomois, as you know, and we’re here to give Mazarin something to worry about.”

“You’re still with us, I hope?”

“More than ever. How’s the duke?”

“He’s furious with the cardinal. You know how well he’s doing—our dear duke? He’s practically king in Paris; he can’t step outside without being mobbed.”

“That’s wonderful! May we see his highness?”

“I’d be honored to present you,” Rochefort said, leading the way.

Every door opened for him. Monsieur de Beaufort was at supper, but quickly rose when told his two friends were there.

“Ah!” he exclaimed, “by Jove! You’re most welcome, gentlemen. You’ll join me for supper, won’t you? Boisgoli, tell Noirmont I have two guests.”

You remember Noirmont? He’s Father Marteau’s successor—the one who makes those delicious pies. Boisgoli should send his best tonight, though nothing like the one made for La Ramee. Thank goodness for that—we certainly don’t need any rope ladders or gag-pears this evening.”

“My lord,” Athos said, “we don’t want to intrude. We only came to ask about your health and take your orders.”

“As for my health,” said the duke, “after five years of prison, with Monsieur de Chavigny, I’d say I’m remarkably well!”

For orders, since every single person on our side seems to want to give their own, I fear soon I’ll give none at all!”

“In short, my lord,” Athos said, glancing at Aramis, “are you dissatisfied with your party?”

“Dissatisfied? No, my lord, I am furious! In fact, I wouldn’t tell anyone else, but if the queen confessed the wrongs she has done me, called back my mother, and granted me the admiralty that was my father’s and had been promised to me—I’d be teaching dogs to say there were greater traitors in France than Cardinal Mazarin!”

At this, Athos and Aramis exchanged a look and a smile; and, had they not heard it already, this confirmed that De Chatillon and De Flamarens had just visited.

“My lord,” Athos said, “we came to offer our loyalty, to assure you of our devotion as your most faithful servants.”

“My most faithful friends, gentlemen, my most faithful friends—you have proved it. If I should ever reconcile with the court, I’ll show you that I remain your friend, along with—what are their names—D’Artagnan and Porthos?”

“D’Artagnan and Porthos.”

“Of course.”

“You understand, Comte de la Fère, and you too, Chevalier d’Herblay, that I am always at your service.”

With that, Athos and Aramis bowed and left.

“My dear Athos,” said Aramis, “I believe you accompanied me only to give me a lesson—God forgive me!”

“Just wait, Aramis; you’ll understand my real intentions after we visit the coadjutor.”

“Then let’s go to the archiepiscopal palace,” Aramis agreed.

They rode toward the city. At the edge of Paris, they found the way flooded and had to cross by boat. The palace, surrounded by so many boats that it looked almost Venetian, was half-submerged. Some boats loomed dark and discreet; others were bustling and bright with torches.

After threading through the busy landing, they arrived at the palace. Its base surrounded by water, a staircase had been positioned along the walls, so entry was now through the windows. This was how Athos and Aramis entered the antechamber, where around a dozen noblemen were waiting their turn.

“Good heavens!” Aramis whispered to Athos, “Does the coadjutor really expect us to wait in his antechamber?”

“My friend, people are as they are. Right now, the coadjutor is one of the seven kings of Paris and keeps his own court. Let’s send in our names, and if he’s not respectful, we can leave him to his own business or to France.”

“Let’s call that lackey, the one with the demi-pistole in his hand.”

“Exactly!” exclaimed Aramis. “Ah, if I’m not mistaken, here comes Bazin. Come here, friend!”

Bazin, striding through the antechamber in his clerical garb, turned to see who dared call him so. Recognizing his friends, he immediately approached, delighted.

“That’s enough warm greetings,” said Aramis. “We need an audience with the coadjutor right away; we’re in a hurry.”

“Of course, sirs. But lords like you are not the ones left waiting in the antechamber. He’s just now meeting privately with Monsieur de Bruy.”

“De Bruy!” they exclaimed.

“Then it’s pointless for us to see the coadjutor tonight,” Aramis said; “so let’s forget it.”

They hurried out of the palace, Bazin following, showering them with bows and compliments.

“Well,” Athos said, once he and Aramis were back in the boat, “do you see now that we’d have done no one any favors by arresting Mazarin?”

“You are wisdom itself, Athos,” Aramis replied.

What especially struck the two friends was the lack of interest at the French court in the English tragedies that had just occurred—events they felt should have held all of Europe captive. Apart from a grieving widow and royal orphan weeping in a corner of the Louvre, it seemed as if no one remembered Charles I existed or cared that he’d died on the scaffold.

The two friends agreed to meet the next day at ten. Though it was late when they reached their hotel, Aramis mentioned he had important visits to make, leaving Athos to enter alone. By ten the next morning, they were reunited. Athos had been up since six.

“Well, any news?” Athos asked.

“Nothing. No one has seen D’Artagnan, and Porthos is missing too. What about you?”

“Nothing.”

“Damn it!” said Aramis.

“Actually,” Athos continued, “it’s odd; they took the shortest route—they should have arrived before us.”

“Knowing D’Artagnan, if he was on his way, he wouldn’t have wasted a minute.”

“He expected to be here by the fifth.”

“And it’s the ninth now. After tonight, any reasonable excuse for delay will have run out.”

“What do you think we should do,” Athos asked, “if there’s still no word by evening?”

“Good heavens!

“We must go looking for them.”

“Agreed,” replied Athos.

“But what about Raoul?” Aramis asked.

A shadow crossed the count’s features. “I’m worried about Raoul,” he said. “He got a message from the Prince de Condé yesterday and went to meet him at Saint Cloud. He hasn’t come back.”

“Have you seen Madame de Chevreuse?”

“She wasn’t home. And you, Aramis, didn’t you intend to visit Madame de Longueville?”

“I did.”

“And?”

“She had already left but left her new address.”

“Where is she?”

“Take a guess; you could have a thousand,”

“How could I know where the most beautiful and active Frondeuse is at midnight?”

“Since I assume that’s when you called on her.”

“At the Hotel de Ville, my friend.”

“What! At the Hotel de Ville? Has she become provost of merchants?”

“No, but she’s temporarily the queen of Paris. Since she couldn’t immediately move into the Palais Royal or the Tuileries, she’s staying at the Hotel de Ville for now and is just about to give birth—an heir or heiress for that dear duke.”

“You didn’t mention that, Aramis.”

“Really? I must have forgotten; forgive me.”

“Well then,” Athos asked, “what shall we do until evening? We seem at loose ends.”

“You forget, my friend, we’ve work near Charenton. I hope to see Monsieur de Chatillon there; I’ve never liked him.”

“Why not?”

“He’s Coligny’s brother.”

“Ah, right! He dared to be your rival, and though severely punished, you still resent him?”

“Yes, I do; it’s my one remaining flaw as a churchman.”

“And you know you’re under no obligation to come with me.”

“Come on,” Athos replied, “surely you’re joking.”

“In that case, my dear friend, if you’re decided, we shouldn’t waste time; the drums are beating. I noticed cannon along the road and citizens marching for battle by the Hôtel de Ville. The fighting will probably be at Charenton, as the Duc de Chatillon predicted.”

“I thought yesterday’s talks might have altered those plans.”

“Perhaps so, but they’ll still fight—just to save face.”

“Poor men!” Athos mused. “They’ll die so Monsieur de Bouillon can get Sedan, the Duc de Beaufort can get the admiralty, and the coadjutor can be made a cardinal.”

“Come, Athos, admit you wouldn’t be so philosophical if Raoul were caught up in all this.”

“Perhaps you’re right, Aramis.”

“In that case, let’s go where the fighting is. That’s the most likely place to find D’Artagnan, Porthos, and maybe even Raoul. Look at that fine group of citizens passing by, quite splendid! And their captain—look! He has a real military air.”

“What’s that?” Grimaud called out.

“What?” Athos asked.

“Planchet, sir.”

“Lieutenant yesterday,” Aramis noted, “captain today, soon to be colonel, and in a fortnight, a marshal of France.”

“Let’s question him about the battle,” Athos suggested.

Planchet, prouder than ever in his new rank, explained that he had orders to take position at Place Royale with two hundred men, forming the rear of the Parisian army, and to march on Charenton if needed.

“Today will be fierce,” Planchet declared.

“I’m sure,” Aramis replied, “but the enemy is still far off.”

“Sir, the distance will lessen,” a subordinate butted in.

Aramis saluted, then turned to Athos.

“I don’t want to sit at Place Royale with all these troops,” he said. “Shall we move up?”

“We’ll better understand what’s happening.”

“And then Monsieur de Chatillon won’t have to come here to find you. Come, let’s go on.”

“Don’t you have something to settle with Monsieur de Flamarens personally?”

“My friend,” Athos said, “I have resolved never to draw my sword again except out of real necessity.”

“And when was the last time you did?”

“When I last drew my poniard.”

“Ah! Let me guess—Mordaunt?”

“Enough,” Athos said, pressing his finger to his lips with his usual, somber smile. “Let’s not speak of Mordaunt again—it will bring us trouble.”

And with that, Athos set out for Charenton, Aramis following close behind.




Chapter LXXVIII: The Battle of Charenton

As Athos and Aramis pressed on, passing group after group along the road, they soon realized they were nearing the field of battle.

“Ah! My friend!” Athos suddenly exclaimed. “Where have we wandered? I believe I recognize officers of the royal army. Isn’t that the Duc de Chatillon approaching with his staff?”

“Good day, gentlemen,” said the duke as he came up. “You look a bit puzzled, but let me clear things up: a truce is in effect, and a conference is underway.”

The prince, Monsieur de Retz, the Duc de Beaufort, and the Duc de Bouillon were negotiating the nation’s affairs. Two outcomes are possible: either nothing will be settled, or a solution will be found. In that case, I’ll give up my command—but we’ll see each other again, I’m sure.

“Sir,” Aramis broke in, “you are very straightforward. May I ask, where are the plenipotentiaries meeting?”

“They’re at Charenton, second house on the right as you enter from Paris.”

“Was this conference arranged in advance?”

“No, it seems to be a response to some proposals Mazarin made to the Parisians last night.”

Athos and Aramis exchanged knowing glances; they knew exactly what proposals he meant, who they were for, and who had made them.

“And the house where the plenipotentiaries are meeting,” Athos went on, “belongs to—”

“To Monsieur de Chanleu, who commands your troops at Charenton. I say ‘your troops’ since I suppose you gentlemen are Frondeurs?”

“Yes, nearly,” answered Aramis.

“We support the king and the princes,” Athos added.

“We must understand each other,” the duke replied. “The king is with us, and his generals are the Duke of Orleans and the Prince de Condé. Still, frankly, it’s nearly impossible at this point to say who truly belongs to which side.”

“Yes,” said Athos, “but his rightful place is with us, with Prince de Conti, De Beaufort, D’Elbeuf, and De Bouillon. But, sir, if the conference falls apart—are you tasked with taking Charenton?”

“That is my order.”

“Sir, since you command the cavalry—”

“Correction, I am the commander-in-chief.”

“Even better. You must know your officers, especially the notable ones.”

“Yes, very well.”

“Then might you tell me whether you have the Chevalier d’Artagnan, musketeer lieutenant, under your command?”

“No, not with us; he left Paris more than six weeks ago and is said to be on a mission in England.”

“I’d heard as much, but I wondered if he’d returned.”

“No, sir; no one has seen




Chapter LXXIX: The Road to Picardy

As they left Paris, Athos and Aramis fully understood the dangers ahead. Yet, for men like them, danger was not an obstacle. They felt that the end of this second Odyssey was near, with only a final effort ahead. Besides, there was no peace left in Paris.

Their provisions were dwindling, and whenever one of Prince de Conti’s generals tried to increase his own influence, he would stir up a brief popular uprising—only to suppress it afterward for temporary advantage. During one such uprising, the Duc de Beaufort plundered Mazarin’s home and library, claiming it was to provide the people something to stimulate their minds. Athos and Aramis left Paris after this coup, which took place just after the Parisians had been defeated at Charenton. As they departed, they saw the city falling into starvation, fear, and factional strife.

Though Parisians and Frondeurs themselves, the two friends expected equally grim misery, anxiety, and intrigue in the enemy camp. Yet after passing Saint Denis, they found to their surprise that in Saint Germain, people were singing, laughing, and living quite cheerfully. To avoid the dispersed Mazarinists throughout the Isle of France and to stay clear of the Frondeurs—who controlled Normandy and regularly brought captives to the Duc de Longueville for identification—they decided to use back roads.

After avoiding these dangers, they took the main route to Boulogne, stopping at Abbeville and cautiously checking every path. Still, uncertainty hovered over them. They visited several inns and questioned many innkeepers, but found not a single clue to guide their search.

At Montreuil, however, Athos felt something rough against his sensitive fingers as he brushed the table. Lifting the cloth, he found hieroglyphics carved into the wood with a knife:

“Port…. D’Art…. 2nd February.”

“This is perfect!” Athos exclaimed to Aramis. “We were meant to stay here, but we can’t—we must keep moving.” They pressed on to Abbeville.

There were so many inns that they felt bewildered; they couldn’t visit them all, and how could they possibly guess where those they sought might be staying? “Trust me,” Aramis said, “there’s nothing for us in Abbeville. If we were just looking for Porthos, he would have picked the finest hotel, and we could easily have found him. But D’Artagnan isn’t like that. Porthos would have struggled to convince him he was starving; D’Artagnan pushes forward as relentlessly as fate, and he’ll be somewhere else.”

They continued their search, exhausted and almost hopeless. If it weren’t for their deep sense of honor, friendship, and gratitude, they would have given up repeatedly during their rides on sandy roads, their questioning of locals, and their watching of faces.

They moved on to Peronne, but Athos was becoming discouraged. His proud spirit felt their ignorance as a failure in their search for their friends and a lack of determination. They were about to retrace their route when, crossing the suburb to the town gates, Athos noticed a black chalk drawing on a white wall at a corner by the rampart: two horseback riders in haste; one held up a rolled paper reading: “They are following us.”

“Oh!” Athos exclaimed, “this is unmistakable. With pursuers so close, D’Artagnan wouldn’t have lingered here even five minutes if the danger was real—which gives us hope he escaped.”

Aramis shook his head.

“If he escaped, we’d have seen or heard word of him.”

“You’re right, Aramis. Let’s keep moving.”

Trying to describe their anxiety and impatience would be difficult. Athos—tender yet resolute—was troubled, while Aramis, always impulsive, was haunted by worries. They hurried on, riding wildly for two or three hours like the racing knights in the wall drawing. Suddenly, in a narrow pass, they came upon a massive stone partly blocking the road—clearly rolled there by a powerful hand. Aramis stopped.

“Oh!” he cried, staring at the stone, “this could only be the work of either Hercules or Porthos. Let’s dismount, count, and check this rock.”

They dismounted. The rock had been moved to block the way, but someone had partly rolled it aside. With Blaisois and Grimaud’s help, they flipped it over. On the ground-facing side, these words were scratched:

“Eight of the light dragoons are pursuing us. If we reach Compiègne, we will stop at the Peacock.”

“It’s owned by a friend of ours.”

“At last, we have something tangible,” Athos said. “Let’s get to the Peacock.”

“Yes,” said Aramis, “but if we want to make it, our horses need rest—they are nearly spent.”

Aramis was right. They stopped at the first tavern, giving each horse corn soaked in wine. After three hours of rest, they set off again. The men were almost exhausted themselves, but hope drove them forward. In six hours, they reached Compiègne and stopped at the Peacock. The innkeeper proved a decent man and was completely bald. They asked if he’d recently hosted two gentlemen pursued by dragoons. Without a word, he left and returned with a rapier blade. “Do you know this?” he asked.

Athos only glanced at it. “This is D’Artagnan’s sword,” he said.

“Does it belong to the small one or the big one?” the host asked.

“The small one.”

“Then you must be friends of those gentlemen. What happened to them?”

“They were chased by eight light dragoons who rode in before they could shut the gate.”

“Eight!” Aramis said. “I’m amazed Porthos and D’Artagnan would get caught by eight!”

“They wouldn’t have, but they were supported by twenty men of the Italian regiment stationed in town. Your friends were overcome by sheer numbers.”

“Captured?” Athos asked. “Is it known why?”

“No, sir. They were taken away instantly, with no time to explain. As soon as they left, I found this blade while helping move two dead and five or six wounded.”

“At least they weren’t hurt,” said Aramis. “Where were they taken?” Athos asked.

“Toward Louvres,” replied the host.

The friends decided to leave Blaisois and Grimaud with the horses in Compiègne and take post horses onward. After a quick meal, they set out for Louvres, where there was just one inn, famous for a liqueur that even now remains renowned.

“Let’s stop here,” Athos suggested. “D’Artagnan would have enjoyed a glass of this liqueur, and left his mark.”

At the counter, they ordered two glasses, just as their friends surely had done. The pewter counter top bore a scratched message: “Rueil… D..”

“They went to Rueil!” Aramis said.

“Let’s go to Rueil,” said Athos.

“That’s like throwing ourselves into danger,” Aramis replied. “If I’d been as close to Jonah as I am to D’Artagnan, I’d have followed him right into the whale; and you would have too, Aramis.”

“Of course, but you make me sound better than I am, dear count. If alone, I’d hardly rush to Rueil so rashly. But I’ll follow wherever you go.”

So they set off for Rueil. The parliamentary deputies had just arrived to begin the famous conferences that would last three weeks and lead to that infamous peace, after which the prince was arrested.

Rueil was busy with legal and court officials, advocates, and guards, newly arrived from Paris. In such confusion, it was easy to go unnoticed, since truce talks were underway. Arresting two gentlemen now—even Frondeurs—would seem a violation of public rights. Blending into the crowd, the friends hoped to hear word of D’Artagnan or Porthos, but all anyone discussed were legal articles and reforms. Athos suggested going straight to the minister.

“My friend,” Aramis cautioned, “we must stay cautious. Our safety lies in staying unknown. If we show ourselves, we might end up in a pit, and not even the devil would pull us out.”

Let’s not rely on luck to find them, but on our understanding. Captured at Compiègne, taken to Rueil—so the cardinal has either kept them there or sent them to Saint Germain. As for the Bastille, they aren’t there, though it is reserved for Frondeurs. They aren’t dead; D’Artagnan’s death would be noticed. As for Porthos, I believe him to be immortal—though maybe less patient than God. Let’s not lose hope; let’s wait at Rueil—I’m certain they’re still there.

“But what’s the matter? You look pale.”

“It’s this,” Athos said, his voice trembling. “I remember that at Rueil Castle, Cardinal Richelieu had dreadful oubliettes built.”

“Oh, don’t worry,” Aramis reassured him. “Richelieu was a gentleman, our equal by birth and our superior by rank—he could endanger the highest men with only a word. But Mazarin is a common upstart, who would just grab us like a guard. Stay calm—I’m sure D’Artagnan and Porthos are alive and at Rueil.”

“But,” Athos said, “I’ll repeat myself: straightforwardness is best. I’ll ask the queen directly for her two servants and our friends.”

Aramis shook his head. “That is a last resort—let’s wait before trying it.”

They kept up their inquiries, and met a light dragoon who’d helped escort D’Artagnan to Rueil. Still, Athos kept returning to his plan to see the queen.

“To see the queen,” said Aramis, “we must first see the cardinal. And after that, Athos, we may see our friends—but not as you’d wish. I don’t like that kind of reunion. Let’s act freely, so we can act quickly and effectively.”

“I shall see the queen,” Athos insisted.

“Good, just let me know a day or two ahead so I can leave for Paris.”

“To see whom?”

“Honestly! Who knows? Maybe Madame de Longueville. She’s influential and will help me.”

“If you’re arrested, let me know, and I’ll come back right away.”

“Why not take the opportunity and get arrested with me?”

“No, thank you.”

“If all four of us were arrested, I doubt we’d spend even a day in prison before getting out.”

“My friend, ever since I killed Chatillon—who was adored in Saint Germain—I’m too well known not to fear imprisonment more than most. The queen would surely listen to Mazarin and put me on trial.”

“Do you think she loves this Italian as much as they say?”

“Didn’t she once love an Englishman?”

“My friend, she’s a woman.”

“No, you’re wrong—she’s a queen.”

“Dear friend, I’ll sacrifice myself by going to see Anne of Austria.”

“Goodbye, Athos. I’m going off to raise an army.”

“For what?”

“To come back and lay siege to Rueil.”

“Where will we meet again?”

“At the foot of the cardinal’s gallows.”

The friends parted: Aramis heading to Paris, Athos preparing to meet the queen.




Chapter LXXX: The Gratitude of Anne of Austria

Athos found it much easier than expected to secure an audience with Anne of Austria. The meeting was granted to take place after her morning “levee,” for which his noble birth gave him access.

A large crowd filled the Saint Germain apartments. The Louvre had never seen such numbers there; yet this was the lesser nobility, while Prince de Conti, Duc de Beaufort, and the coadjutor reserved themselves for the higher peers of France. The court was lively; at this time, more songs were composed than cannons fired, with the court mocking Parisians and vice-versa in well-aimed songs. The wounds were not mortal but no less painful for coming from mockery. Beneath the cheer, however, all were anxious.

Would Mazarin remain the favorite and minister, or be swept away as quickly as he had arrived? Everyone hoped so, but the minister sensed that beneath the courtiers’ compliments was seething hatred, masked by fear and self-interest. Even Condé, though appearing to support him, mocked and sabotaged him constantly. The queen, whom Mazarin had begun to trust as his one ally, now seemed anything but sure.

When the audience’s hour arrived, Athos had to wait until the queen and a new Paris delegation finished consulting with her minister about how to receive them. Everyone was busy with affairs of state, making it a poor time for Athos to plead for his friends—caught up in such confusion. But Athos was resolute; believing himself called by conscience and honor, he would not back down. He insisted on being admitted, saying that despite not representing Conti, Beaufort, Bouillon, d’Elbeuf, the coadjutor, Madame de Longueville, Broussel, or Parliament, and though speaking only for himself, he had very important matters for Her Majesty. When the meeting ended, the queen had him ushered in. Athos was announced by name.

His name echoed too often in Anne of Austria’s ears and in her heart for her not to know him. Still, she kept a perfect composure, giving him the kind of steady gaze only queens—whether by beauty or birth—can maintain. “Are you here to offer us a service, Count?” Anne of Austria asked after a pause.

“Yes, Your Majesty, yet another service,” Athos replied, surprised that she did not seem to know him. With a noble spirit, Athos was not well-versed in court etiquette. Anne frowned, and Mazarin, sitting at a table folding papers as if just a secretary of state, glanced up.

“Speak,” said the queen. Mazarin looked back down.

“Your Majesty,” Athos continued, “two of my friends, D’Artagnan and Monsieur du Vallon, who returned from England on the cardinal’s orders, vanished upon arriving in France. Their fate is unknown.”

“Well?” the queen said.

“I come first to you, trusting in your kindness, to learn what befell my friends. If need be, I will later appeal to your justice.”

“Sir,” Anne replied, with a touch of imperiousness that might have seemed disrespectful, “is this why you trouble me in such busy times? This is for the police to handle! You should know, we have no police force at Saint Germain.”

“I am sure, Your Majesty, that you won’t need the police. If you simply ask the cardinal, he can answer from memory alone.”

“But, heavens!” Anne said, a sneer on her lips, “I believe it is you who are cross-examining us.”

“Yes, Madame, I have that right here, since it is about Monsieur d’Artagnan—d’Artagnan,” he repeated, calling up memories in the vulnerable woman before him.

The cardinal realized it was time to step in. “Your Majesty,” he said, “I have information currently unknown to you. These men are under arrest for failing to obey orders.”

“Your Majesty,” Athos said calmly, ignoring Mazarin, “I respectfully ask that you revoke these arrests.”

“This is a matter of discipline—it doesn’t concern me,” the queen replied.

“Monsieur d’Artagnan would never have refused if it were for Your Majesty,” Athos said, bowing with dignity. He was leaving when Mazarin spoke up.

“Were you in England as well, sir?” he asked, gesturing to the queen, who was about to make a severe order. “I saw King Charles I’s last moments. Poor king! Guilty at worst of weakness, punished so harshly by his own people! Thrones are fragile now; loyalty seems a thankless path. This is the second time Monsieur d’Artagnan has gone to England.”

“He first went to defend the honor of a great queen, a second time to try to save a great king.”

“Sir,” Anne said, with more sincerity than usual showing through her courtly habits, “let’s see what we can do for these gentlemen.”

“I am happy to do whatever Your Majesty desires,” said Mazarin.

”Please do what Monsieur de la Fere asks; that is your name, isn’t it, sir?”

“I have another name, Madame—Athos.”

“Madame,” Mazarin said, smiling, “your desires will be met.”

“You hear, sir?” the queen asked.

“Yes, Madame, I expected nothing less from your majesty’s justice. May I see my friends?”

“Yes, sir, you shall see them. But—admit it—you’re a Frondeur, aren’t you?”

“Madame, I serve the king.”

“Yes, in your own way.”

“My way is the way of all gentlemen: I know no other,” Athos responded, with pride.

“Go, then,” said the queen. “You have what you came for—and so do we.”

But as soon as the tapestry fell behind Athos, she turned to Mazarin and said, “Cardinal, please have that insolent man arrested before he leaves the court.”

“Your Majesty,” Mazarin replied, “was just about to suggest the same to you. These troublemakers who bring back old traditions are a nuisance; with two already here, we should add a third.”

Athos was not completely deceived by the queen, yet was not a man to flee on mere suspicion—especially since he’d been told he could see his friends.

He waited impatiently in the anteroom to be summoned to them. Going to the window, he watched the Parisian delegates entering on their way to negotiate for the conference site and pay their respects to the queen. A large escort was waiting beyond the gates. While he looked on, someone tapped him gently on the shoulder. “Ah!

“Monsieur de Comminges,” he said.

“Yes, Count, and I’m sorry for the order I must give you.”

“What is it?”

“Please be so kind as to hand over your sword, Count.”

Athos nodded and opened the window. “Aramis!” he called. A gentleman turned, and Athos recognized him. It was Aramis, bowing cordially to him.

“Aramis,” Athos said, “I’ve been arrested.”

“Good,” Aramis replied nonchalantly.

Then Athos turned to Comminges and handed him his sword by the hilt. “Here is my sword—please keep it safe until I leave this prison. It’s precious to me; it was given to my ancestor by King Francis I. Gentlemen were armed in his day; now we’re disarmed. So where are you taking me?”

“First to my room,” Comminges answered. “The queen will soon decide where you are to stay.”

Athos followed Comminges without a word.




Chapter LXXX: Cardinal Mazarin as King

The arrest went almost unnoticed and barely interrupted events. The delegation was formally told that the queen would receive them. They were brought before Anne, who remained as poised and silent as ever. She listened to the delegates’ speeches and complaints, yet her calm expression gave them no clue whether she truly heard them. Meanwhile, Mazarin, present at the meeting, fully grasped their demands.

It was clear and direct: he was to be removed. When the audience ended, the queen fell silent. “Gentle




Chapter LXXXIII: Strength and Sagacity

Now, let’s move from the orangery to the hunting lodge. At the far end of the courtyard, near a portico supported by Ionic columns, stood a long building—the pavilion of the orangery, which formed a half-circle around the main courtyard. It was in this pavilion, on the ground floor, that D’Artagnan and Porthos were imprisoned, enduring long hours of confinement that reflected their distinct personalities. D’Artagnan paced restlessly like a caged tiger, his eyes wide and muttering as he walked along the bars of a window overlooking the servants’ yard. Meanwhile, Porthos was deep in thought, reminiscing about the excellent dinner he had just enjoyed. Although one appeared to be losing his mind, he was in deep contemplation. The other seemed thoughtful, yet he was more than half asleep. His restless slumber was clear from the occasional incoherent snoring and snorting.

“Look,” D’Artagnan said, “the day is fading. It must be nearly four o’clock. We’ve been in this place for almost eighty-three hours.”

“Hem!” muttered Porthos, pretending to respond.

“Did you hear that, eternal sleeper?” D’Artagnan exclaimed, frustrated that anyone could sleep during the day, while he struggled for rest at night.

“What?” Porthos exclaimed.

“I say we’ve been here for eighty-three hours.”

“It’s your fault,” Porthos replied.

“How is it my fault?”

“Yes, I offered you a chance to escape.”

“By prying off a bar and pushing down a door?”

“Exactly.”

“Porthos, men like us can’t simply walk out of here.”

“Honestly!” Porthos said. “As for me, I could leave with that straightforwardness and simplicity that you seem to scorn so much.”

D’Artagnan shrugged. “And besides,” he added, “getting out of this room isn’t everything.”

“Dear friend,” Porthos remarked, “you seem to be in a better mood today than yesterday. Please explain why leaving this room isn’t enough.”

“Because, without weapons or a password, we wouldn’t get fifty steps in the courtyard without running into a guard.”

“Very well,” Porthos said, “we’ll take out the guard and take his weapons.”

“Yes, but before we could do that—and that Swiss guard will be tough to handle—he’ll shout, and the whole patrol will come. We’d be caught like foxes, though we are lions, and thrown into a dungeon where we wouldn’t even have the minor comfort of seeing this dreary gray sky of Rueil, so unlike the sky of Tarbes, just as the moon is unlike the sun. Alas! If only we had someone to guide us through the physical and social maze of this castle. It’s astonishing to think that, for twenty years of feeling so lost, I never thought to come study Rueil.”

“What difference does that make?” Porthos replied. “We’ll go out regardless.”

“Do you know, my friend, why master pastry chefs never work with their hands?”

“No,” Porthos said, “but I’d like to know.”

“It’s because they fear that, in front of their apprentices, some of their tarts or creams might go wrong.”

“And then what?”

“Then they’d be ridiculed, and a master pastry chef must never become a laughingstock.”

“What do pastry chefs have to do with us?”

“In our adventures, we must never be defeated, or give anyone a reason to mock us. Recently, in England, we failed; we were beaten, and that damages our reputation.”

“By whom were we beaten?” Porthos asked.

“By Mordaunt.”

“Yes, but we drowned Monsieur Mordaunt.”

“That’s true, and that will redeem us somewhat in the eyes of history, if history ever bothers with us.”

“Listen, Porthos: while Monsieur Mordaunt was a challenge, Mazarin is just as cunning, and we won’t easily get the better of him. We must stay vigilant and play our cards carefully. After all,” he added with a sigh, “together, we may be as strong as eight others, but we’re still not quite a match for the four you know of.”

“That’s true,” Porthos said, echoing D’Artagnan’s sigh.

“Well, Porthos, take my advice: let’s pace back and forth until we hear from our friends, or until inspiration strikes. But don’t fall asleep as you usually do; nothing dulls the mind like sleep. And as for what lies ahead, it may not be as serious as we once thought. I doubt Monsieur de Mazarin is planning to execute us, since executions always require a trial. A trial would create a commotion, and that commotion would draw our friends, who would surely disrupt Mazarin’s plans.”

“You reason so well!” Porthos said, showing admiration.

“Well, yes, pretty well,” replied D’Artagnan. “Besides, if they put us on trial or execute us, they’ll have to either keep us here or move us somewhere for the meantime.”

“Yes, that’s unavoidable,” Porthos agreed. “It’s impossible for Master Aramis—the sharp-eyed bloodhound—and Athos—the wise, prudent nobleman—not to discover where we’re hidden. Then, believe me, it will be time for action.”

“Yes, we can wait. We can wait more contentedly knowing things aren’t completely grim, except for one thing.”

“What’s that?”

“Did you notice, D’Artagnan, that they’ve served us braised mutton three days in a row?”

“No, but if it happens a fourth time, I’ll complain; it’s really not worth worrying over.”

“And I miss my home; it’s been ages since I visited my estates.”

“Forget them for now; we’ll get back to them unless Mazarin destroys them first.”

“Do you think that’s likely?”

“No, the other cardinal might have, but this one is too petty for such a risk.”

“That eases my mind, D’Artagnan.”

“Well then, let’s keep our spirits up, as I do. We should joke with the guards and make ourselves liked, since we can’t bribe them. Try, Porthos, to be more agreeable than usual when they come by our windows. So far, you’ve only shaken your fist at them; and the more impressive your fist, Porthos, the less charming it is.”

“Oh, I would give a lot to have five hundred louis,” Porthos said.

“So would I,” replied D’Artagnan, eager not to seem less generous. “I’d offer as much as a hundred pistoles.”

The two prisoners were still deep in conversation when Comminges entered, accompanied by a sergeant and two men bringing a basket filled with bowls and plates for supper.

“What? Mutton again?” exclaimed Porthos.

“My dear Monsieur de Comminges,” D’Artagnan said, “you must know that my friend, Monsieur du Vallon, will go to great lengths if Cardinal Mazarin keeps serving us this kind of meat—mutton every day.”

“I swear,” Porthos declared, “I won’t eat anything if you don’t take it away.”

“Remove the mutton,” Comminges ordered. “I want Monsieur du Vallon to have a proper meal, especially since I have news that should sharpen his appetite.”

“Is Mazarin dead?” Porthos asked.

“No, I’m sorry to say he’s perfectly well,” Comminges replied.

“That’s unfortunate,” Porthos said.

“What is this news?” D’Artagnan inquired. “News in prison is so rare that I hope, Monsieur de Comminges, you’ll forgive my eagerness—especially since you implied that the news is good.”

“Would you be pleased to hear that the Comte de la Fere is well?” Comminges asked.

D’Artagnan’s sharp gray eyes widened with interest. “Glad!” he exclaimed. “I’d be more than glad! I’d be absolutely delighted!”

“Well, he asked me to extend his compliments and let you know that he’s in good health.”

D’Artagnan nearly leapt for joy. A quick glance at Porthos conveyed his thoughts: “If Athos knows where we are and is sending a message, it won’t be long before he acts.” Porthos wasn’t quick at reading such glances, but the mention of Athos sparked a similar hope in him.

“Are you saying,” he asked the Gascon hesitantly, “that the Comte de la Fere asked you to give his regards to Monsieur du Vallon and me?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“Then you’ve seen him?”

“Of course.”

“Where, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“Close by,” replied De Comminges with a smile. “So close that, if the windows facing the orangery weren’t blocked, you could see him from here.”

“He’s walking in the castle grounds,” D’Artagnan thought. Then he spoke aloud:

“You must have met him in the park—maybe while he was hunting?”

“No; even closer than that.”

“Look, behind this wall,” said De Comminges, tapping it.

“What’s behind this wall? I was brought here at night, so I have no idea where I am.”

“Well,” replied Comminges, “let’s consider one possibility.”

“I’ll listen to any idea you propose.”

“Imagine there’s a window in this wall.”

“And then?”

“From that window, you’d see Monsieur de la Fere at his.”

“So, the count is in the chateau?”

“Yes.”

“For what reason?”

“The same as you.”

“Athos—a prisoner?”

“You know very well,” De Comminges replied, “there are no prisoners at Rueil, because there’s no prison.”

“Let’s not play with words, sir. Athos has been arrested.”

“Yesterday, at Saint Germain, as he was leaving the queen’s presence.”

D’Artagnan’s arms fell limply at his sides. He looked as if he’d been struck by lightning; a wave of paleness swept over his dark face but quickly faded.

“A prisoner?” he echoed.

“A prisoner,” Porthos repeated, very downcast.

Suddenly, D’Artagnan looked up, and a glimmer of hope flashed in his eyes, which only Porthos barely noticed; but it soon faded and left him looking even more sorrowful.

“Come now,” said Comminges, who had developed a real regard for D’Artagnan since the day he’d saved him from the Parisians during Broussel’s arrest. “Don’t be so gloomy; I never meant to bring bad news. Instead of despairing, take comfort in the odd twist of fate that has reunited your friend and Monsieur du Vallon with you.”

But D’Artagnan remained downhearted.

“And how did he look?” Porthos asked, grabbing the chance to speak as D’Artagnan let the conversation slip.

“Very well, indeed,” Comminges replied. “At first, he seemed troubled, like you; but when he learned the cardinal would be visiting him this evening—”

“Ah!” D’Artagnan exclaimed. “The cardinal is going to visit the Comte de la Fere?”

“Yes, and the count asked me to let you know he intends to use this visit to plead for both you and himself.”

“Ah! Our dear count!” D’Artagnan said. “How wonderful!”

Porthos grunted, “A great favor! Good heavens! Monsieur the Comte de la Fere, whose family is tied to the Montmorency and the Rohan, is certainly the cardinal’s equal.”

“Even so,” D’Artagnan said in his most persuasive voice.

“On second thought, my dear Du Vallon, it is a great honor for the Comte de la Fere, and it gives us a reason for hope. In fact, it seems such an extraordinary distinction for a prisoner that I think Monsieur de Comminges must be mistaken.”

“What? Am I mistaken?”

“Monsieur de Mazarin won’t be visiting the Comte de la Fere; rather, the Comte de la Fere will be summoned to see him.”

“No, no, no,” said Comminges, determined to give the plain facts, “I clearly understood what the cardinal said. He will visit the Comte de la Fere.”

D’Artagnan tried to read Porthos’s face for any understanding of the visit’s importance, but Porthos didn’t even glance at him.

“So, is it normal for the cardinal to stroll in his orangery?” D’Artagnan asked.

“He shuts himself in there every evening.”

“That must be where he reflects on matters of state.”

“In that case,” D’Artagnan replied, “I’m starting to believe that Monsieur de la Fère will receive a visit from his eminence—he’ll have an escort, of course.”

“Yes—two soldiers.”

“And will he discuss business in front of two strangers?”

“The soldiers are Swiss and only speak German. Besides, they’ll most likely wait at the door.”

D’Artagnan made an obvious effort to keep a poker face.

“Let the cardinal be careful about visiting the Comte de la Fère alone,” he said, “because the count must be furious.”

Comminges laughed. “Oh, come now! You’d think you four were cannibals! The count is a decent man, and he’s unarmed. At the first word from his eminence, those two soldiers would rush to his help.”

“Two soldiers,” D’Artagnan mused, as if recalling something. “Yes, that explains why I hear two men being called every evening and see them pacing for half an hour under my window.”

“Exactly; they are waiting for the cardinal, or rather for Bernouin, who comes to summon them when the cardinal leaves.”

“Fine strong fellows, indeed!” D’Artagnan remarked.

“They’re from the regiment that was at Lens, which the prince assigned to the cardinal.”

“Ah, monsieur,” D’Artagnan answered, trying to wrap up the whole conversation in a single thought, “if only his eminence would be kind enough to grant Monsieur de la Fère our freedom.”

“I wish for that with all my heart,” Comminges replied. “If he happens to forget that visit, would you mind reminding him?”

“Not at all.”

“Ah, that reassures me.”

This clever change in the conversation would have seemed brilliant to anyone who truly knew the Gascon’s nature.

“Now,” D’Artagnan continued, “I have one last favor to ask, Monsieur de Comminges.”

“At your service, sir.”

“You’ll see the count again?”

“Tomorrow morning.”

“Please send our regards and ask him to request the same favor for me that he might receive.”

“You want the cardinal to come here?”

“No; I know my place and I’m not so bold. I only wish for the chance to be given an audience with his eminence; that’s all.”

“Oh!” Porthos muttered, shaking his head, “I never would have thought this of him! Misfortune really does humble a man!”

“I promise you it shall be done,” De Comminges replied. “Tell the count I’m well; you found me sad, but resigned.”

“I’m glad to hear that, sir.”

“And the same goes for Monsieur du Vallon—”

“Not for me,” Porthos interrupted. “I am not resigned at all.”

“But you will be, my friend.”

“Never!”

“He’ll come around, monsieur; I know him even better than he knows himself.”

“Be quiet, dear Du Vallon, and accept your fate.”

“Goodbye, gentlemen,” said De Comminges. “Sleep well!”

“We’ll do our best.”

As De Comminges left, D’Artagnan kept up an air of humble resignation. However, as soon as he was gone, he turned and embraced Porthos with unmistakable excitement.

“Oh!” Porthos said, “what’s going on now? Have you lost your mind, my friend?”

“What’s going on?” D’Artagnan replied. “We’re saved!”

“I don’t see how,” Porthos said. “I think we’re all prisoners now, except for Aramis, and our odds of escape are worse, since one more of us has been caught in Mazarin’s trap.”

“That trap may be too strong for two of us, but it’s not enough for three,” D’Artagnan insisted.

“I don’t get it,” Porthos said.

“Never mind that; let’s sit down and eat to prepare ourselves for the night.”

“What should we do tonight, then?”

“Perhaps we should set off.”

“But—”

“Sit down, dear friend, and let’s eat.”

“When you eat, ideas come naturally. After supper, when they’ve formed, I’ll share them with you.”

With that, Porthos sat down at the table without another word and ate with the hearty appetite that D’Artagnan’s inventive spirit always inspired in him.




Chapter LXXXIV: Strength and Sagacity—Continued

Supper was enjoyed in silence, though not in sadness; from time to time, a gentle smile, so characteristic of D’Artagnan in good spirits, brightened his face. Porthos noticed each of these smiles, and every time, he exclaimed in a way that made it clear to his friend that he hadn’t forgotten the idea occupying his thoughts.

At dessert, D’Artagnan lounged comfortably in his chair, crossing one leg over the other and looking completely at ease. Porthos rested his chin on his hands, elbows on the table, and gazed at D’Artagnan with an expression of cheerful camaraderie that suited the giant perfectly.

“Well?” D’Artagnan finally asked.

“Well!” echoed Porthos. “You were saying, my dear friend—”

“No, I didn’t say anything.”

“Yes, you mentioned wanting to leave this place.”

“Ah, that’s true! That desire has always been there.”

“To escape—you said you wouldn’t mind breaking down a door or a wall.”

“That’s right—I said so, and I stand by it.”

“And I pointed out, Porthos, that it wasn’t a good plan; we wouldn’t get a hundred steps before being caught, since we lack both disguises and weapons.”

“That’s true; we’d need clothes and weapons.”

“Well,” D’Artagnan said, getting up, “we have them, my friend Porthos, and even better.”

“Really?” Porthos replied, looking around.

“No need to look; everything will be ready when the time comes. What time did we see those two Swiss guards walk by yesterday?”

“About an hour after sunset.”

“If they go out today like they did yesterday, then in half an hour—”

“A quarter of an hour at most.”

“Your arm is still strong, isn’t it, Porthos?”

Porthos unbuttoned his sleeve, rolled up his shirt, and proudly admired his powerful arm, as thick as the leg of the average man. “Yes, certainly,” he replied. “I believe so.”

“So you could easily twist those tongs into a hoop and that shovel into a corkscrew?”

“Certainly.” The giant picked up the tongs and shovel and, with hardly any effort, bent them as his companion had suggested. “There!” he declared.

“Perfect!” said the Gascon. “Honestly, Porthos, you’re incredible!”

“I’ve heard about some Milo of Crotona,” Porthos went on, “who performed amazing feats—like binding his forehead with a cord and breaking it, killing an ox with one blow and carrying it home on his shoulders, and so on.”

“I used to memorize all those feats back at Pierrefonds, and I’ve done everything he did, except for snapping a cord with the veins in my temples.”

“That’s because, Porthos, your strength is not in your head,” his friend replied.

“No, it’s in my arms and shoulders,” said Porthos, pleased with himself.

“Well then, my good friend, let’s go to the window and you can test your strength against an iron bar.”

Porthos moved to the window, gripped a bar in his hands, and bent it as if it were a bow, pulling it out of the stone sockets where it had been fixed for thirty years. “Well! My friend, even the cardinal, for all his brilliance, couldn’t have done that.”

“Shall I remove any more?” Porthos asked.

“No, that’s enough; a man could fit through there.”

Porthos tried and managed to fit the upper part of his body through.

“Yes,” he said. “Now, put your arm through the opening.”

“For what purpose?”

“You’ll see soon enough—just do it.”

Porthos obeyed and put his arm through. “Perfect!” D’Artagnan exclaimed. “Everything’s coming together.”

“Like clockwork, my friend.”

“Great! What now?”

“Nothing right now.”

“Is it all finished?”

“Not quite.”

“I wish I understood,” Porthos said. “But listen, my friend; in just a couple more words, you’ll know everything.”

“The door of the guardhouse swings open, as you see.”

“Yes, I see.”

“They’re about to send out the two guards who accompany Monsieur de Mazarin as he crosses our courtyard to the orangery.”

“There they are, coming out.”

“If only they’d close the guardhouse door! Good—they have.”

“What now?”

“Shh! They might hear us.”

“I still don’t understand.”

“You’ll understand once you act.”

“Still, I would have liked—”

“You’ll enjoy the surprise.”

“That’s true.”

“Quiet!”

Porthos stayed perfectly still. The two soldiers approached the window, rubbing their hands for warmth in the February chill. At that moment, the guardhouse door reopened and one of the soldiers was called away.

“Now,” said D’Artagnan, “I’m going to call the other soldier over to speak with him. Listen to everything I say, Porthos. Our plan’s success depends on how we do this.”

“Absolutely; carrying out a plan is my specialty.”

“I know—and I’m counting on you. Look, I’ll turn to the left, putting the soldier on your right as soon as he steps up onto the bench to talk.”

“And if he doesn’t step up?”

“He will—trust me. As soon as you see him get up, grab him by the neck.”

“Like Tobit grabbing the fish by its gills, I’ll pull him inside—holding him tight so he can’t cry out.”

“Oh!” exclaimed Porthos. “What if I strangle him by accident?”

“Well, that would just be one less Swiss in the world. But I trust you. Let’s lay him down, gag him, and tie him up—anywhere will do. Then we’ll take his uniform and sword.”

“Brilliant!” said Porthos, looking at the Gascon with great admiration. “Oh, come now,” D’Artagnan replied. “But remember, one uniform and sword isn’t enough for the two of us.”

“True,” Porthos agreed.

“So, when I cough, reach out your arm.”

“Understood!”

The two friends took their places: Porthos hidden at the window’s edge. “Good evening, my friend,” D’Artagnan said in his most charming voice. “Good evening, sir,” replied the soldier, with a strong provincial accent. “It’s not exactly warm out, is it?” D’Artagnan went on. “No, sir.”

“And I imagine a glass of wine would be much appreciated?”

“A glass of wine would be welcome.”

“The fish is biting—the fish is biting!” whispered the Gascon to Porthos. “Understood,” Porthos whispered back.

“How about a bottle?”

“A whole bottle? Yes, sir.”

“A whole bottle—if you’ll drink to my health.”

“Gladly,” said the soldier. “Come and claim it, my friend,” said the Gascon. “With all my heart. How convenient that there’s a bench right here. Goodness!

“It almost seems as though it was put here for this very purpose.”

“Get up there; that’s right, my friend.”

At that moment, D’Artagnan coughed. Porthos’s arm shot out, and with a lightning-quick grip as powerful as a blacksmith’s tongs, he seized the soldier by the throat. He lifted him, half-strangling him, and drew him through the opening, even though it risked scraping him as he passed through. Once inside, he laid the soldier on the floor. D’Artagnan, giving him just enough time to breathe, quickly gagged him with a long scarf. After tying the gag, he set about undressing him with the speed and skill of someone well practiced. The soldier, now gagged and bound, was placed on the fireplace, which the two friends had already extinguished.

“Here’s a sword and a uniform,” Porthos said.

“I’ll take them,” replied D’Artagnan. “If you want a uniform and sword, you’ll have to catch another. Wait! I see someone else coming from the guardroom.”

“I don’t think it’s wise to try the same trick again,” Porthos said. “They say you can’t fool someone the same way twice, and a failure could be disastrous. No, I’ll go out, surprise the man, and bring him to you, all tied up.”

“That sounds better,” agreed the Gascon.

“Be ready,” said Porthos as he slipped through the opening. He kept his word. Porthos grabbed the next soldier by the neck, gagged him, and handed him, almost like a package, through the bars to D’Artagnan, then climbed back in. They undressed this second soldier the same way, laid him on their bed, and bound him with the bed-straps (since the bedstead was made of oak). The second operation was as successful as the first. “There,” said D’Artagnan, “this is excellent!

“Now, let me try on the uniform over there. Porthos, I doubt it’ll fit you, but if it’s tight, don’t worry—you can just wear the breastplate and hat with the red feathers.”

But as it turned out, the second soldier was a very large Swiss, so except for a few split seams, the uniform fit Porthos perfectly. They dressed themselves. “Done!” they both exclaimed at once. “And for you, comrades,” they said to the men, “nothing will happen as long as you stay quiet; but if you try anything, you’re dead.”

The soldiers complied; they knew now how strong Porthos was, and they knew it was no joke to try and resist. “So now,” said D’Artagnan, “you’d like to understand the plan, wouldn’t you, Porthos?”

“Well, not really.”

“Good, then we’ll head down to the courtyard.”

“Right.”

“We’ll take the place of those two men.”

“And then?”

“We’ll walk back and forth.”

“That’s a good idea—it’s cold out here.”

“Soon, the valet will call the guard, just as he always does.”

“And we’ll answer?”

“No—in fact, we won’t answer.”

“As you wish; I won’t insist.”

“We’ll just tip our hats and escort his eminence.”

“And we’ll escort him where?”

“To where he’s going—to visit Athos.”

“Do you think Athos will be surprised to see us?”

“Oh!” exclaimed Porthos. “Oh! I understand now.”

“Wait a moment, Porthos, before you jump to conclusions; I promise you haven’t heard the last of it yet,” said the Gascon playfully.

“What’s going to happen?” Porthos asked.

“Just follow me,” replied D’Artagnan. “Those who live will see.”

With that, he slipped out through the opening and landed in the courtyard. Porthos followed, more slowly and less nimbly.

From inside, the two soldiers could be heard shivering in fear as they lay bound. No sooner had the two Frenchmen touched the ground than a door swung open and the valet-de-chambre’s voice called:

“Get ready!”

At that moment, the guardhouse door opened and a voice called:

“La Bruyere and Du Barthois! March!”

“It seems I’m La Bruyere,” D’Artagnan remarked. “And I’m Du Barthois,” Porthos added. “Where are you?” asked the valet-de-chambre, whose eyes, dazzled by the light, struggled to make out the pair in the shadows. “Here we are,” answered the Gascon.

“What do you think of that, Monsieur du Vallon?” he asked quietly, turning to Porthos. “If it continues like this, it’s a stroke of luck,” Porthos answered. The two newly enlisted soldiers followed the valet solemnly as he opened the vestibule door, then another one that led to what seemed to be a waiting room. He indicated two stools and said, “Your instructions are simple: let no one in here except one particular man. Understood? Not a soul besides him! And you must follow his orders to the letter. When you return, there’ll be no mistakes.”

“You only have to wait here until I release you.”

D’Artagnan recognized the valet, Bernouin, who had introduced the Gascon to the cardinal several times over the last six to eight months. Instead of speaking, D’Artagnan replied with a curt “Ja! Ja!” in a thick German accent, very different from his Gascon one. Porthos, who had been told by D’Artagnan to keep completely silent and who still didn’t fully grasp the plan to follow Mazarin to Athos, stayed quiet. The only thing he was allowed to say in an emergency was the familiar “Der Teufel!” Bernouin then closed the door and left.

When Porthos heard the key turn in the lock, he started to get nervous, afraid they’d only traded one prison for another. “Porthos, my friend,” D’Artagnan said, “trust in Providence! Let me think.”

“Think and ponder all you want,” replied Porthos, now quite frustrated by how things were going. “We’ve walked eight paces and climbed six steps—we’ve got to be near the pavilion they call the orangery. The Comte de la Fere must be nearby, but the doors are locked.”

“That’s a minor problem,” Porthos replied. “We can give them a good shove with our shoulders—”

“Save your strength for when it really counts, Porthos, or else it won’t have the effect we need. Didn’t you hear—someone is coming?”

“Yes.”

“Well, that person will unlock the doors.”

“But, my friend, what if he recognizes us and gives the alarm? I suppose you don’t want me to do anything to a churchman?”

“That might work if these were English or Germans.”

“Oh, may God save us from that, and you too!” D’Artagnan answered. “The young king might thank us, but the queen never will, and she’s our real worry. And unnecessary bloodshed! Absolutely not! I have a plan—let me handle it, and you’ll see, we’ll get a good laugh.”

“All the better,” said Porthos. “I could really use a laugh.”

“Quiet!” warned D’Artagnan. “Someone’s coming.”

They heard the light steps of someone approaching in the vestibule.

The door creaked open and a man dressed as a cavalier entered, wrapped in a brown cloak, carrying a lantern in one hand, his large beaver hat pulled down low. Porthos pushed himself against the wall, but he couldn’t be invisible. The man in the cloak handed Porthos his lantern and said,

“Light the lamp hanging from the ceiling.”

Then, turning to D’Artagnan, he asked,

“Do you know the password?”

“Ja!” replied the Gascon, sticking to that bit of German.

“Tedesco!” said the cavalier. “Va bene.”

He then walked to the door opposite the one he’d come through, opened it, and stepped through, closing it behind him.

“What do we do now?” asked Porthos.

“Now we may need your shoulder, my friend, in case this door is locked. Everything happens in its time, and things turn out well for those who know how to wait.”

“But first, let’s barricade the door properly; then we’ll follow that cavalier.”

They set to work, piling all the furniture in the room against the door, blocking the entry completely so it couldn’t be opened from the outside. “There!” said D’Artagnan. “Now no one can catch us from behind. Let’s go!”




Chapter LXXXV: The Oubliettes of Cardinal Mazarin

When they reached the door through which Mazarin had passed, D’Artagnan at first struggled to open it. However, with Porthos pressing his strong shoulder against one of the panels, it finally gave way. D’Artagnan then slipped the point of his sword between the bolt and the staple of the lock.

The bolt yielded, and the door swung open. “As I told you, Porthos, everything can be accomplished—be it women or doors—by approaching with gentleness.”

“You’re quite the philosopher, that’s certain,” replied Porthos. They stepped inside, and through a glass window lit by the lantern Mazarin had left on the floor in the center of the gallery, they saw the orange and pomegranate trees of the Castle of Rueil, arranged in long rows to form one main avenue and two smaller side paths. “No cardinal in sight!” D’Artagnan exclaimed. “Just his lantern. Where could he be?”

As they searched, D’Artagnan signaled for Porthos to check the other side of the gallery. Then, to his left, he noticed a tub holding an orange tree that had been pushed aside, exposing an open space behind it. Moving that tub would have been a feat for ten men, but somehow, it had rotated on the flagstone beneath it. D’Artagnan spotted a hole where the tub had stood, and in that opening, he could see the steps of a winding staircase.

He called Porthos over to look. “If our only objective were money,” he said, “we’d be rich on the spot.”

“How so?”

“Don’t you see, Porthos? Down that staircase most likely lies the cardinal’s treasury—the one that people speak of with such awe. All we’d need to do is descend, empty a chest or two, lock up the cardinal inside, double-lock it, and leave with all the gold we could carry. We could then cover the spot with this orange tree, and no one, not even the cardinal, would ever suspect where our fortune came from.”

“That would be a stroke of luck for fools to manage, but it seems beneath two gentlemen,” Porthos replied. “That’s my view as well; which is why I said, ‘If our only objective were money.’ We want something more,” the Gascon responded. Just then, as D’Artagnan leaned over the opening to listen, he heard a metallic clinking, like someone shifting a bag of gold. He quickly stepped back, and at that moment, a door opened, casting light on the staircase below. Mazarin had left his lamp in the gallery to make it appear he was wandering about, but he carried a wax candle to inspect his secret strongbox.

“Faith,” he said in Italian as he climbed the steps, glancing at a bag of coins, “faith, there’s enough here to pay five members of parliament and two generals in Paris. I am quite the great captain! But I conduct war in my own way.”

Meanwhile, the two friends crouched behind a tub in the side alley. Mazarin came within three steps of D’Artagnan and pressed a hidden spring in the wall; the slab revolved, and the orange tree slid back into place. The cardinal then snuffed out the wax candle, put it in his pocket, and picked up the lantern. “Now,” he said, “to Monsieur de la Fere.”

“Excellent,” thought D’Artagnan, “that’s our direction as well; we’ll go along.”

The three set off, Mazarin choosing the main alley, while the friends took to the side paths. The cardinal arrived at a second door, unaware he was being followed; the sand covering the walkways softened the sound of their steps.

He then turned left, down a corridor that had escaped the notice of the two friends. But as he opened the door, he paused, lost in thought. “Ah! Diavolo!” he exclaimed. “I forgot De Comminges’ advice to station a guard at this door, so I wouldn’t be at the mercy of that four-headed band of devils.” With a gesture of annoyance, he began to retrace his steps.

“There’s no need for that, my lord,” D’Artagnan said, stepping forward with his right foot, hat in hand, and a friendly smile. “We’ve followed your eminence the whole way, and here we are.”

“Yes—here we are,” Porthos chimed in, repeating D’Artagnan’s courteous gesture. Mazarin stared at them, his eyes wide with terror. Recognizing them, he dropped his lantern and cried out in fright.

D’Artagnan retrieved the lamp, grateful it remained lit. “Oh, my lord, that was a reckless move. Wandering here without a light is unwise. You could easily stumble or fall into a pit.”

“Monsieur d’Artagnan!” Mazarin murmured, still stunned. “Yes, my lord, it’s me. May I present Monsieur du Vallon, my excellent friend, whom you graciously showed interest in before.”

D’Artagnan raised the lamp to illuminate Porthos’s smiling face, who was now proud and quite entertained by the whole affair. “Were you about to visit Monsieur de la Fere?” D’Artagnan asked.

“Please, don’t let us disturb your distinguished company. Kindly show us the way, and we’ll follow.”

Mazarin slowly regained his composure. “Have you been in the orangery long?” he asked in a trembling voice, recalling the visits he had made to his treasury. Porthos began to respond, but D’Artagnan gestured to keep quiet, and he gradually closed his mouth. “The time has come, my lord,” D’Artagnan said. Mazarin breathed a sigh of relief.

His fears were now for himself, not for his treasure. A weak smile flickered on his lips. “Come,” he said, “you have me cornered, gentlemen. I admit defeat. You want your freedom, and—I grant it.”

“Oh, my lord!” D’Artagnan replied, “you are too generous. As for our freedom, we have it already. What we want is something else.”

“You have your freedom?” Mazarin repeated, alarmed. “Naturally; but on the other hand, my lord, now you have lost yours, and you must, by the rules of war, buy it back.”

Mazarin shuddered—a chill went through his body.

His intense




Chapter LXXXVI: Conferences

Mazarin turned the lock of a double door, and there on the threshold stood Athos, ready to greet his distinguished guests, as Comminges had informed him. On seeing Mazarin, he bowed. “Your eminence,” he said, “you could have come alone; the honor you have shown me is too great to ignore.”

“And so, my dear count,” D’Artagnan replied, “his eminence didn’t request our company; Du Vallon and I insisted, perhaps even rather forcefully, because we were so eager to see you.”

At the sound of that voice, with its playful tone and familiar manner, Athos stood in amazement. “D’Artagnan!”

“Porthos!” he exclaimed. “Indeed, dear friend, it’s me.”

“And me, as well!” repeated Porthos. “But what does this mean?” the count asked.

“It means,” answered Mazarin, managing a strained smile while biting his lips, “that the tables have turned. Instead of these gentlemen being my prisoners, I am now theirs. But, gentlemen, let me warn you: unless you kill me, your victory will be brief; help will soon arrive.”

“Ah, my lord!” exclaimed the Gascon, “don’t threaten! That sets a poor example.”

“We are treating your eminence with every courtesy. Let us set aside all unpleasantness and talk as friends.”

“Nothing would please me more,” answered Mazarin. “But don’t think you’re in a better position than you really are. In trying to trap me, you’ve trapped yourselves. How do you plan to get out of here? Think of the soldiers and sentinels at every exit.”

“Now, let me show you how genuine I am.”

“Good,” thought D’Artagnan. “We must be on guard; he’s plotting something.”

“I offered you your freedom,” the minister continued. “Will you accept? In an hour, you’ll be found out, arrested, and forced to kill me, which would disgrace men of honor like yourselves.”

“He’s right,” Athos thought, and like all noble reflections, it showed in his eyes. “So,” D’Artagnan interjected, hoping to temper the hope in Athos’s eyes that Mazarin noticed, “we’ll only use force as a last resort.”

“On the other hand,” Mazarin continued, “if you agree to accept your freedom—”

“Then you, my lord, could snatch it back from us in five minutes. From what I know of you, I believe you would.”

“No—on the honor of a cardinal. Don’t you believe me?”

“My lord, I never trust cardinals who aren’t priests.”

“Well, on the word of a minister.”

“You are no longer a minister, my lord; you are a prisoner.”

“Then, on the honor of a Mazarin, as I am and always will be, I hope,” said the cardinal. “Hmm,” replied D’Artagnan.

“I’ve heard of a Mazarin who wasn’t too concerned about religion when it came to his oaths. I wonder if he was an ancestor of yours.”

“Monsieur d’Artagnan, you’re a sharp one, and I sincerely regret that we’re on opposing sides.”

“My lord, let’s be done with this; it’s all I could wish.”

“Very well,” said Mazarin. “If I can guarantee your safety in a clear and convincing way—”

“Ah! Now that is a different matter,” said Porthos. “Let’s hear it,” said Athos. “Let’s hear it,” echoed D’Artagnan. “First, do you agree?” the cardinal asked.

“Share your idea, my lord, and we’ll decide.”

“Remember, you are surrounded—captured.”

“You know well, my lord, we always have one final option.”

“What’s that?”

“To die together.”

Mazarin shivered. “Listen,” he said. “At the end of that corridor is a door for which I have the key. It leads to the park. Take my key; you are agile, strong, and armed. After a hundred steps, turn left, and you’ll come to the park wall. Climb over, and in three leaps, you’ll be on the road and free.”

“Ah! By Jove, my lord,” D’Artagnan replied, “you talk wisely, but those are just words. Where’s the key?”

“Here it is.”

“Oh, my lord!”

“Would you escort us to that door yourself, then?”

“Certainly, if that will reassure you,” the minister replied. Pleased to be of use, Mazarin led the way to the corridor and unlocked the door. They stepped into the park, immediately feeling the cool night breeze brush their faces.

“My! It’s a dreadful night, my lord. We don’t know this place and will never find the wall. Since you have been so kind, please take a few more steps and show us the wall.”

“Very well,” replied the cardinal. He walked straight on, and they all came to the wall together. “Are you satisfied now, gentlemen?” Mazarin asked.

“I think so; it would be hard not to be. Imagine—three modest gentlemen with a prince of the church! Oh, while we’re at it, my lord, you said we were all agile, sturdy, and armed.”

“Yes.”

“You are mistaken.”

Monsieur du Vallon and I are armed. The count is not, and if we come across one of your patrols, we must be able to defend ourselves.”

“True, indeed.”

“Where will we find another sword?” Porthos asked. “My lord,” D’Artagnan said, “will lend his—which he has no use for—to the Comte de la Fere.”

“Gladly,” replied the cardinal; “and I’d ask the count to keep it in my memory.”

“I promise you, my lord, I’ll never part with it,” Athos replied.

“Well, well,” D’Artagnan exclaimed, “what a touching reconciliation! Porthos, do you have tears in your eyes?”

“Yes,” Porthos admitted, “but I can’t tell if it’s emotion or the wind; I believe it’s the wind.”

“Now climb up, Athos, quickly,” D’Artagnan urged. With Porthos’s assistance, who boosted him as if he weighed nothing, Athos reached the top. “Now, jump down, Athos.”

Athos jumped and disappeared over the other side.

“Are you on the ground?” D’Artagnan called. “Yes.”

“Unharmed?”

“Perfectly well.”

“Porthos, while I climb, keep your eyes on the cardinal. No, don’t help me—just watch the cardinal.”

“I’m watching,” replied Porthos. “Well?”

“You were right; it’s more difficult than I thought. Let me use your back—but mind the cardinal.”

Porthos crouched down so D’Artagnan could climb, and soon D’Artagnan was settled atop the wall. Mazarin tried to muster a laugh.

“Are you there?” Porthos asked.

“Yes, my friend; and now—”

“Now, what?” Porthos prompted. “Now bring the cardinal up; if he makes a sound, silence him.”

Mazarin tried to cry out, but Porthos gripped him tightly and handed him up to D’Artagnan, who seized him by the neck and made him sit beside him. In a stern voice, D’Artagnan warned:

“Sir! Jump down next to Monsieur de la Fere, or, on my honor as a gentleman, I’ll kill you!”

“Monsieur, monsieur,” Mazarin cried, “you are breaking your promise!”

“Did I promise you anything, my lord?” D’Artagnan replied.

Mazarin groaned. “You’re free because of me; your liberty was my ransom.”

“True, but we should discuss the treasure hidden under the gallery. It’s accessed by pressing a concealed spring in the wall, which rotates a tub and reveals a staircase—shouldn’t we talk things over a bit, my lord?”

“Diavolo!” Mazarin gasped, nearly choking as he wrung his hands. “I am a lost and ruined man!”

Ignoring his protests, D’Artagnan gently lowered him into Athos’s waiting arms at the base of the wall. Porthos, with a powerful surge that shook the solid wall, and helped by D’Artagnan’s hand, climbed to the top.

“I didn’t understand all of it before,” he said, “but now I do; how funny it is!”

“You think so? Good; but to keep it amusing till the end, let’s not dawdle.” With that, D’Artagnan dropped from the wall, and Porthos followed at once. “Pay attention to Monsieur le Cardinal, gentlemen,” D’Artagnan said. “I’ll go ahead and scout.”

The Gascon drew his sword and led the way. “My lord,” he asked, “which direction should we follow? Choose carefully, because if your eminence is wrong, there will be serious problems for us all.”

“Keep close to the wall, sir,” Mazarin replied, “and you won’t lose your way.”

The three friends moved quickly, but soon had to slow down.

The cardinal lagged behind, struggling to keep up despite his wishes. Suddenly, D’Artagnan felt something warm moving. “Stop! A horse!” he called out. “I’ve found a horse!”

“And I have as well,” Athos replied.

“So have I,” added Porthos, who, following D’Artagnan’s directions, kept hold of the cardinal’s arm. “What luck, my lord!”

“Just when you were complaining about being tired and having to walk.”

But as he spoke, a pistol was pointed at his chest, and a voice ordered:

“Don’t move!”

“Grimaud!” he cried out. “Grimaud! Why are you here by some miracle!”

“No, sir,” replied the devoted servant. “Monsieur Aramis assigned me to watch the horses.”

“Aramis is here?”

“Yes, sir; he arrived yesterday.”

“What are you doing?”

“Standing guard—”

“What! Aramis is here?” Athos cried. “He’s waiting at the little gate to the castle.”

“Are there many with you?”

“Sixty.”

“Go let him know.”

“At once, sir.”

Confident no one could do the job better, Grimaud ran full speed, while the friends, thrilled to be reunited, waited for his return. The only one in poor spirits was Cardinal Mazarin.




Chapter LXXXVII: Porthos on the Brink of Barony, D’Artagnan on the Path to Captaincy

After ten minutes, Aramis arrived, accompanied by Grimaud and about eight or ten followers. He was overjoyed and hugged his friends. “You are free, my brothers! Free, and I haven’t even had to help!

“I feel as though all my efforts were for nothing,” Aramis lamented.

“Don’t be upset about that, my dear friend,” Athos replied. “If you haven’t done anything yet, you soon will.”

“I had carefully planned everything,” Aramis continued. “The coadjutor provided me with sixty men: twenty are stationed on the park walls, twenty are watching the road from Rueil to Saint Germain, and twenty are scattered throughout the woods. Thanks to this strategy, I managed to intercept two couriers sent by Mazarin to the queen.”

Mazarin listened closely. “But,” D’Artagnan interjected, “I hope you sent them back honorably to Monsieur le Cardinal!”

“Ah, yes!” Aramis scoffed. “As if I would show such delicacy of sentiment toward him! In one of the messages, the cardinal tells the queen the treasury is empty and she has no more funds. In the other, he says he intends to move his prisoners to Melun, as Rueil doesn’t seem secure enough.”

You can imagine, dear friend, how hopeful I was after your last letter. I positioned my sixty men around the castle. I gave Grimaud the horses and waited for you to emerge, which I didn’t expect until tomorrow. I never imagined we’d free you without a fight. Yet here you are tonight, free and safe—what a relief! How did you escape that scoundrel Mazarin? You must have lots of reasons to be angry with him.

“Not really,” D’Artagnan replied. “Honestly!”

“In fact, you could say we even have reasons to thank him.”

“Impossible!”

“Yes, it’s true; it’s thanks to him that we are free.”

“Thanks to him?”

“Yes, he had us taken to the orangery by Monsieur Bernouin, his valet, and from there we followed him to visit the Comte de la Fere.”

Then he offered us our freedom, which we gladly accepted. He even showed us the way out; he led us to the park wall, which we climbed over easily, and then we rejoined Grimaud.

“Well!” exclaimed Aramis, “I’ll have to appreciate him more; if he were here, I would tell him I never imagined he could be so noble.”

“My lord,” D’Artagnan said, unable to hold back any longer, “allow me to introduce you to the Chevalier d’Herblay, who, as you may have heard, wishes to offer your eminence his congratulations.”

With that, he stepped aside, revealing Mazarin—who looked quite flustered—to Aramis’s astonished eyes. “Ho! ho!” cried Aramis, “the cardinal! What a splendid catch! Halloo!

“Hello! Friends! To horse! To horse!”

Several horsemen rushed to his side. “By heavens!” exclaimed Aramis, “perhaps I’ve done some good after all; so, my lord, let me offer my most respectful homage! I’d wager it was our Saint Christopher, Porthos, who made this happen!”

“By the way! I almost forgot—” he said, quietly giving orders to one of the horsemen.

“I think it would be wise for us to set off,” D’Artagnan suggested.

“Yes, but I’m waiting for someone—a friend of Athos.”

“A friend?” the count exclaimed. “And here he comes, by Jupiter! Galloping through the bushes.”

“The count!”

“The Count!” cried a youthful voice that startled Athos. “Raoul! Raoul!” he exclaimed. For a moment, the young man forgot his usual reserve and threw himself into his father’s embrace. “See, my lord cardinal,” Aramis said, “wouldn’t it have been a shame to separate men who care for each other? Gentlemen,” he continued, addressing the growing crowd of cavaliers, “please surround his eminence to show him the honor he deserves.”

“Indeed, he will lend us the pleasure of his company; I hope you appreciate it. Porthos, watch over his eminence.”

Aramis then joined Athos and D’Artagnan, who were deep in conversation. “Come,” said D’Artagnan after a five-minute consultation, “let’s begin our journey.”

“Where are we going?” asked Porthos. “To your place, my dear Porthos, at Pierrefonds. Your magnificent chateau is fit to offer princely hospitality to his eminence. And it’s perfectly located—neither too close to Paris nor too far. We can easily keep a connection with the capital. Come, my lord, you’ll be treated like the prince you are.”

“A fallen prince!” Mazarin exclaimed gloomily. “War’s fortunes are unpredictable,” Athos replied, “but you can be sure we won’t take unfair advantage of them.”

“No, but we will make use of them,” D’Artagnan added. The rest of the night, these knights traveled at a pace that recalled the speed of their youth.

Mazarin, still somber and thoughtful, let himself be swept along; it felt like riding with ghosts. By dawn, they had covered twelve leagues without stopping, and half the escort was exhausted, several horses collapsing. “Horses these days aren’t what they used to be,” remarked Porthos. “Everything is in decline.”

“I sent Grimaud to Dammartin,” said Aramis. “He’ll bring us five fresh horses—one for his eminence, and four for us. We have to stay close to monseigneur; the others will catch up later. Once we’re past Saint Denis, we have nothing to fear.”

Indeed, Grimaud returned with five horses.

The gentleman he approached for help, being a friend of Porthos, was eager to oblige—not by selling them as first proposed, but happily lending them. Ten minutes later, the escort stopped at Ermenonville, but the four friends pressed on with relentless determination, keeping a sharp eye on Mazarin.

At noon, they entered the avenue at Pierrefonds. “Ah!” exclaimed Mousqueton, who had ridden beside D’Artagnan in silence the whole time, “You can believe what you want, sir, but I feel I can finally breathe for the first time since we left Pierrefonds.” He then spurred his horse ahead to tell Monsieur du Vallon’s other servants of their master’s arrival.

“There are four of us,” D’Artagnan said. “We must take turns guarding my lord, each watching for three hours. Athos will inspect the castle to see that it’s prepared for a siege; Porthos will handle the provisions, and Aramis will oversee the troops in the garrison.”

In other words, Athos will be the chief engineer, Porthos the chief supplier, and Aramis will serve as the fortress’s governor.

Meanwhile, they gave Mazarin the best room in the chateau. “Gentlemen,” he said after settling in, “I imagine you don’t expect me to remain here incognito for long?”

“No, my lord,” answered the Gascon. “On the contrary, we will announce your presence soon.”

“In that case, you will be besieged.”

“We are counting on it.”

“And what will you do then?”

“Defend ourselves. If the late Cardinal Richelieu were alive, he could tell you a story about the Bastion Saint Gervais, where the four of us, with our four servants and twelve fallen men, held out against an entire army.”

“Such things, sir, happen once and are rarely repeated.”

“Luckily, this time, there’s no need for such heroics. Tomorrow, we’ll summon the army of Paris, and the day after, they’ll be here! The battlefield, instead of being at Saint Denis or Charenton, will be near Compiègne or Villers-Cotterêts.”

“The prince will defeat you, as he always has.”

“That may be, my lord, but before the fighting even begins, we will move your eminence to another castle belonging to our friend Du Vallon, who has three. We will not endanger your eminence in war.”

“Well,” Mazarin replied, “it appears I must surrender.”

“Before a siege?”

“Yes; terms will be better now than later.”

“Ah, my lord!”

“As for our conditions, you will soon see how moderate and reasonable we are!”

“Come then, what are your conditions?”

“First, rest a bit, my lord; we’ll take time to reflect.”

“I do not need rest, gentlemen; I need to know if I am among friends or enemies.”

“Friends, my lord! Friends!”

“Then tell me at once what you want, so I can judge if it’s possible. Speak, Comte de la Fère!”

“My lord,” Athos replied, “I have nothing to ask for myself. As for France, my wishes would be endless. Please, excuse me, and let the chevalier speak.”

With that, Athos bowed and stepped back, leaning against the mantelpiece to watch in silence. “Go ahead, chevalier!” said the cardinal.

“What do you want? Please, be clear, brief, and direct.”

“As for me,” Aramis replied, “I have in my pocket the exact terms that the delegation—of which I was a member—presented to you yesterday at Saint Germain. Let’s start with the ancient rights. The demands in that document must be satisfied.”

“We were almost in agreement on those,” Mazarin replied. “Let’s turn to the private, personal stipulations.”

“Do you think there are any?” Aramis asked with a smile. “I doubt you’ll be as selfless as Monsieur de la Fere,” the cardinal replied, nodding toward Athos.

“My lord, you’re right, and it pleases me that you finally appreciate the count’s true quality. He has a mind above ordinary desires and earthly passions. He is a proud spirit—a true original! You are correct—he is worth more than all of us together, and we admit that to you!”

“Aramis,” Athos replied, “are you joking?”

“No, no, dear friend; I am simply stating what we all know. You are right; this matter involves not only you, but also my lord and myself, his unworthy servant.”

“Well then, what do you want besides the general terms already discussed?”

“I ask, my lord, that Normandy be granted to Madame de Longueville, along with five hundred thousand francs and a full pardon. I also ask that His Majesty agree to be godfather to the child she has just had; and that my lord, after attending the christening, should go to pay his respects to our Holy Father the Pope.”

“So, you want me to set aside my ministerial duties, leave France, and go into exile?”

“I hope his eminence will become pope at the first opportunity, so I may then ask for full indulgence for myself and my friends.”

Mazarin made an indescribable face and then turned to D’Artagnan.

“And you, sir?” he asked.

“I, my lord,” replied the Gascon, “completely disagree with Monsieur d’Herblay on that last point, though I agree with him on the first. Instead of wishing for your eminence to leave Paris, I hope you will stay and continue as prime minister, as you are a remarkable statesman. I will do my best to support you against the Fronde, but on one condition: remember the king’s loyal servants and appoint a certain individual to the first vacant company of musketeers. And you, Monsieur du Vallon—”

“Yes, you, sir! Please, speak,” said Mazarin.

“As for me,” Porthos replied,




Chapter LXXXVIII: Demonstrates how Threat and Pen Achieve More than the Sword

D’Artagnan understood his role well; he knew that opportunity favors only those who are willing to seize it, and he was not the type to let it slip away. He quickly arranged reliable transport, sending relays of horses to Chantilly so that he could reach Paris in five or six hours. However, before departing, he realized that—even with all his intelligence and experience—he was entering a world of uncertainty and leaving behind the certainty of his current life.

“As I prepare to mount and embark on this risky mission,” he mused, “Athos is a romantic hero known for his generosity; Porthos has a good nature but is easily led; Aramis has a mysterious demeanor that is always hard to read. What will become of these three when I’m no longer there to bring them together? Perhaps the cardinal’s rescue.”

Now, the release of the cardinal would spell disaster for our hopes, and those hopes are, so far, the only reward we have for our efforts, though those efforts are dwarfed by the labors of Hercules.

He went in search of Aramis. “You, my dear Chevalier d’Herblay,” he said, “embody the spirit of the Fronde. Be wary of Athos, who will never pursue anyone’s interests, not even his own. Be even more cautious of Porthos, who, in his eagerness to please the count he idolizes, may help him orchestrate Mazarin’s escape, should Mazarin have the sense to either weep or act heroically.”

Aramis smiled, a mixture of cunning and determination. “Do not worry,” he replied. “I have my own conditions to set. My personal ambitions serve only to benefit whoever stands for justice.”

“Good!” thought D’Artagnan. “In this respect, I am reassured.” He clasped Aramis’s hand and went off in search of Porthos.

“Friend,” he said, “you have worked so hard alongside me to build our fortune that, just as we are about to enjoy the rewards, it would be reckless to let yourself be swayed by Aramis, whose cunning you know well—a cunning that, I must admit, often has a self-serving edge—or by Athos, who, while noble and selfless, is rather disillusioned and wants nothing for himself, making him uninterested in the ambitions of others. What would you say if either of these two suggested we let Mazarin go?”

“I would say that we’ve gone through too much trouble to capture him to let him escape now.”

“Exactly, Porthos! You are quite right, my friend. If you lost him, you would also lose your barony, which is just within your reach. Not to mention, if he escapes, Mazarin would have you executed.”

“Do you really think so?”

“I’m certain of it.”

“Then I would rather kill him than let him go.”

“And you would be justified. We must look after our own interests, while also considering those of the Frondeurs, who, frankly, don’t grasp political matters as we seasoned soldiers do.”

“Don’t worry, my dear friend,” said Porthos. “I’ll watch you from the window as you mount your horse. I’ll keep my eyes on you until you’re out of sight. Then I’ll station myself at the cardinal’s door—a door with glass windows. I’ll see everything, and at the first hint of trouble, I’ll act.”

“Bravo!” thought D’Artagnan; “with Porthos on watch, I believe the cardinal will be well guarded.” He squeezed the hand of the lord of Pierrefonds and went in search of Athos.

“My dear Athos,” he said, “I’m leaving. I have only one thing to say to you. You know Anne of Austria; since Mazarin’s imprisonment is the only thing ensuring my safety, if you let him go, I’m as good as dead.”

“I needed nothing less to convince me to accept the role of jailer, my dear D’Artagnan. I promise you will find the cardinal exactly where you left him.”

“That reassures me more than all the royal signatures,” D’Artagnan thought. “Now that I have Athos’s word, I can leave.”

D’Artagnan set out alone, armed only with his sword and a simple passport from Mazarin to gain entry to the queen. Six hours after leaving Pierrefonds, he arrived at Saint Germain.

The disappearance of Mazarin was not yet widely known. Anne of Austria was aware of it but concealed her anxiety from everyone around her. In D’Artagnan and Porthos’s room, the two soldiers were found bound and gagged. Once they were freed, they could only report that they had been captured, stripped, and tied up. They were just as clueless as the rest of the chateau’s occupants about what had happened afterwards with Porthos and D’Artagnan. Only Bernouin knew slightly more than the others.

Bernouin, noticing that his master had not returned and hearing the clock strike midnight, decided to check the orangery. The first door, barricaded with furniture, raised his suspicions, but he kept these thoughts to himself as he carefully made his way through the disorder. He then reached the corridor, where he found all the doors open, including Athos’s chamber and the door leading to the park. From there, it was easy to spot tracks in the snow. He saw they led up to the wall; on the other side, he found more tracks, horse prints, and marks left by a troop of cavalry headed in the direction of Enghien. He could no longer doubt that the cardinal had been taken away by the three prisoners, since they had disappeared at the same time. He hurried to Saint Germain to inform the queen of this alarming development.

Anne had insisted on complete secrecy and let no one know about the matter except the Prince de Condé. He had sent five or six hundred horsemen to patrol around Saint Germain, instructing them to arrest anyone suspicious they saw leaving Rueil, no matter where they were going. However, since D’Artagnan rode alone toward Saint Germain—not as part of a group leaving Rueil—no one stopped him, and he completed his journey undisturbed.

The first person D’Artagnan saw in the courtyard of the old chateau was Maitre Bernouin, standing watch at the door, waiting for news of his absent master. When Bernouin saw D’Artagnan, he rubbed his eyes in disbelief. Yet, D’Artagnan greeted him with a friendly nod, dismounted, handed his reins to a passing lackey, and approached the valet-de-chambre with a smile.

“Monsieur d’Artagnan!” Bernouin exclaimed, as if in a dream. “Monsieur d’Artagnan!”

“Indeed, it is I, Monsieur Bernouin.”

“And why have you come here?”

“To bring news of Monsieur de Mazarin—the latest there is.”

“What has happened to him, then?”

“He is as well as you and I.” “So, nothing bad has happened to him?”

“Absolutely nothing.”

He needed to make a journey to the Île-de-France and asked us—the Comte de la Fère and Monsieur du Vallon—to go with him. We are devoted servants and could not refuse. We set out last evening, and here we are.

“Here you are.”

“His Eminence had something secret to communicate to Her Majesty—something private, a mission only a reliable man could be trusted with. So, he sent me to Saint-Germain. Therefore, my dear Monsieur Bernouin, if you wish to please your master, go to Her Majesty and announce my arrival and the reason for my visit.”

Whether speaking seriously or not, it was clear that, given the circumstances, D’Artagnan was the only person capable of easing the queen’s worries. Without delay, Bernouin went to announce this unusual mission. As he had expected, the queen ordered that Monsieur D’Artagnan be brought to her at once.

D’Artagnan approached the sovereign with deep respect, kneeling as he presented her with the cardinal’s letter.

However, it was just a letter of introduction. The queen read it, saw the handwriting, and, observing it lacked detail about the situation, asked for more information.

D’Artagnan related everything in his usual simple and sincere manner. As he spoke, the queen listened with growing astonishment. She struggled to understand how a man could come up with such a scheme, and even more, how he could boldly confess it to her, whose duty was to punish him. “How could you, sir!” she exclaimed as D’Artagnan finished, “dare to relate the details of your crime—to recount your treason!”

“I beg your pardon, madame, but I think either I have expressed myself badly, or your majesty has misunderstood me. This is not a matter of crime or treason. Monsieur de Mazarin imprisoned Monsieur du Vallon and me because we would not believe he had sent us to England just to watch the execution of Charles I, who was the brother-in-law of your late husband and the consort of Madame Henrietta, your sister and guest. We did everything in our power to save that royal martyr’s life.”

My friend and I were convinced that we had been misunderstood, and we recognized the need for an explanation between his eminence and us. For any explanation to be productive, it must be held quietly, away from noise and interruption. So, we took Monsieur le Cardinal to my friend’s chateau, where we reached an understanding.

Well, madame, it turned out we were right; there had indeed been a mistake. Monsieur de Mazarin believed that we had aided General Cromwell instead of King Charles, which would have brought disgrace upon us, him, and ultimately your majesty—a dishonor that would have stained your illustrious son’s royalty. We proved the contrary, and we are prepared to present that proof to your majesty, supported by the august widow who mourns in the Louvre, where your generosity has housed her.

That proof satisfied him so completely that, in gratitude, he has sent me, as your majesty sees, to discuss what reparations should be made to the gentlemen who have been unjustly treated and wrongfully persecuted.”

“I listen to you, and I am astonished, sir,” said the queen. “Truly, I have rarely witnessed such boldness.”

“Your majesty, on your part,” replied D’Artagnan, “is as mistaken about our intentions as Cardinal Mazarin has always been.”

“You are mistaken, sir,” the queen replied. “I am so sure of my position that in ten minutes you will be arrested, and in an hour, I will march my army to free my minister.”

“I am confident, your majesty, that you will not make such a foolish decision. First, it would be useless and have disastrous consequences. By the time he might possibly be freed, the cardinal would be dead. He is so convinced of this that he asked me, if I found you inclined to act in this way, to do everything possible to persuade you to reconsider.”

“Then, I shall at least have you arrested!”

“Madame, the possibility of my arrest has been foreseen. If I am not back by tomorrow, at a set hour the next day, the cardinal will be taken to Paris and delivered to the parliament.”

“It is clear, sir, that your current situation has left you out of touch with people and events; otherwise, you would know that since we left Paris, Monsieur le Cardinal has returned there five or six times. He has met with De Beaufort, De Bouillon, the coadjutor, and D’Elbeuf, and none of them wanted to arrest him.”

“Your pardon, madame, I am aware of all that. Therefore, my friends will not take Monsieur le Cardinal to De Beaufort, De Bouillon, the coadjutor, or D’Elbeuf. These gentlemen fight for their own interests, and Monsieur le Cardinal has done well to satisfy them.”

He will be taken before Parliament, whose members can certainly be swayed, but even Monsieur de Mazarin cannot afford to buy them all.

“I think,” replied Anne of Austria, fixing him with a look that from any other woman would have shown disdain, but from a queen inspired fear, “I see you dare to threaten the mother of your sovereign.”

“Madame,” D’Artagnan replied, “I threaten only because I must. Believe me, as surely as there is a heart beating in this chest—a heart devoted to you—know that you have always been the center of our lives. We have, as you well know—good heavens!—risked our lives countless times for your majesty. Do you, madame, have no regard for your servants who, for twenty years, have lived in obscurity, never uttering a complaint about the solemn and secret matters they have had the honor to share with you? Look at me, madame—at me, whom you accuse of speaking boldly and threateningly. What am I? A poor officer, without wealth, without connections, and without a future, unless the gaze of my queen, which I have sought for so long, rests on me, if only for a moment.

Look at the Comte de la Fère, a nobleman and model of chivalry. He has taken a stand against his queen, or rather, against her minister. His demands, I believe, have not been unreasonable. Consider Monsieur du Vallon, that loyal companion, that stalwart friend, who for twenty years has awaited a word from you to raise him in rank to match his loyalty and courage.

Think of your people, who love you but are suffering, who wish only to bless you, and yet—no, I am wrong; your subjects, Madame, will never curse you. Just a word from you could change everything—war would give way to peace, joy would replace tears, happiness would follow misfortune.

Anne of Austria gazed in amazement at D’Artagnan’s intense expression, which revealed profound feeling. “Why didn’t you say all this before you acted, sir?” she asked.

“Because, Your Majesty, it was necessary to demonstrate something you doubted—that we still have courage and deserve your consideration.”

“And such courage shies away from nothing, as I can see.”

“It never has in the past; why should it falter now?”

“Then, if I refuse, this courage might even go so far as to carry me away from my own court, just as you propose to deliver my minister to the Fronde?”

“We haven’t thought of that yet, Your Majesty,” D’Artagnan replied, with a boldness that seemed almost innocent; “but if all four of us decided to do it, we would.”

“I should have realized by now that these men are giants,” Anne murmured to herself.

“Alas, Your Majesty!” D’Artagnan exclaimed, “this proves to me that, until today, you have not truly understood us.”

“Perhaps,” Anne said, “but if I come to understand—”

“Your Majesty will recognize our worth. And you will no longer regard us as common men. You will see me as an ambassador fit to discuss these weighty matters with you.”

“Where is the treaty?”

“Here it is.”

Anne of Austria looked at the treaty D’Artagnan produced. “I see nothing here,” she said, “but general terms. The interests of the Prince de Conti, the Dukes of Beaufort, Bouillon, and Elbeuf, and the coadjutor are covered; but what about yours?”

“We do ourselves justice, Your Majesty, even by presuming to stand alongside such great names. We do not consider ourselves worthy.”

“But I assume you wish to make your claims in person?”

“I believe you, Your Majesty, to be an eminent queen, and it would be beneath your dignity not to reward those whose efforts will return his eminence to Saint Germain.”

“I intend to do so; so, let us hear your requests. Speak.”

“The person who has conducted this negotiation (forgive me for placing myself first, but I must state the importance attached to me) is the one who arranged for the cardinal’s return. In my opinion, his reward should match the greatness of Your Majesty. He ought to be appointed commandant of the guards—essentially the captain of the musketeers.”

“That was Monsieur de Tréville’s position, which you now ask of me.”

“The position is vacant, Your Majesty, and though it has been a year since Monsieur de Tréville’s departure, it has not been filled.”

“But it is one of the key military offices in the king’s household.”

“Monsieur de Tréville was the younger son of a simple Gascon family, like myself, Your Majesty; he held the post for twenty years.”

“You have an answer for everything,” said the queen, taking a document from her desk, filling it out, and signing it.

“Naturally, Your Majesty,” D’Artagnan replied, accepting the paper and bowing. “This is indeed a generous reward; however, all things are uncertain, and a man who falls out of favor might lose this position tomorrow.”

“What more do you want?” asked the queen, her cheeks flushing as she realized she was dealing with someone as sharp as herself. “A hundred thousand francs for this poor captain of musketeers, to be paid if his services are no longer needed?”

Anne hesitated. “Just remember the Parisians,” D’Artagnan mused. “Only the other day, parliament offered six hundred thousand francs to whoever captured the cardinal, dead or alive—if alive, to hang him; if dead, to deny him a Christian burial!”

“Well then,” Anne said, “considering you only ask a queen for a sixth of what parliament would give, it seems fair.” She drew up an order for a hundred thousand francs. “Now, what’s next?”

“Madame, my friend Du Vallon is wealthy and set for life; however, I recall there was some discussion between him and Monsieur Mazarin about turning his estate into a barony. In fact, I believe it was promised.”

“A country squire,” Anne remarked, “people will make fun of him.”

“Let them,” D’Artagnan said. “But I assure you, those who laugh in his presence will reconsider quickly.”

“Very well, the barony it is,” said the queen, signing the document.

“Now, for the chevalier, or Abbé d’Herblay, as Your Majesty prefers.”

“Does he wish to become a bishop?”

“No, Madame, something simpler.”

“What is it?”

“That the king should graciously become godfather to Madame de Longueville’s son.”

The queen smiled. “Monsieur de Longueville is of royal blood, Madame,” D’Artagnan remarked. “Yes,” the queen agreed, “but what of his son?”

“His son, Madame, must also be of noble lineage, since his mother is married to a man of royal descent.”

“And your friend requests nothing more from Madame de Longueville?”

“No, Madame, because if the king becomes godfather, he would presumably make a gift of five hundred thousand francs and grant his father the governorship of Normandy.”

“As for the governorship of Normandy,” the queen stated, “I believe I can promise that; but regarding the gift, the cardinal is always reminding me that the royal coffers are empty.”

“We will look for some funds together, Madame, if you agree.”

“What next?”

“What next, Madame?”

“Yes.”

“That is all.”

“Isn’t there a fourth companion?”

“Yes, Madame, the Comte de la Fère.”

“What does he want?”

“Nothing.”

“There is, then, a man in the world who, having power to ask, asks for nothing!”

“There is the Comte de la Fère, Madame. The Comte de la Fère is not like other men.”

“What is he, then?”

“The Comte de la Fère is a demi-god.”

“Does he not have a son, a young man, a relative, a nephew, whom Comminges mentioned to me as a brave youth, who, with Monsieur de Chatillon, brought back the standards from Lens?”

“He has, as you said, a ward named the Vicomte de Bragelonne.”

“If that young man was given a regiment, what would his guardian say?”

“Perhaps he would accept.”

“Perhaps?”

“Yes, if Your Majesty herself were to request it.”

“He must indeed be a peculiar man. Well, we will see about that and maybe ask him. Are you satisfied, sir?”

“There is one thing still not signed, Madame—the ratification of the treaty.”

“What purpose does that serve today?”

“I’ll sign it tomorrow.”

“I assure Your Majesty that if you do not sign today, you will not have the time to sign tomorrow. So I entreat you, madame, to add at the bottom of this document, which has been prepared by Mazarin, as you see:

‘I consent to ratify the treaty proposed by the Parisians.’

Anne felt trapped; she could not withdraw—she signed. But as soon as she did, pride crumbled, and she began to weep. D’Artagnan was moved by her tears. Since that era, queens have shed tears, just as other women do. The Gascon shook his head; these royal tears touched his heart. “Madame,” he said, kneeling, “look upon the unfortunate man at your feet.”

He implores you to understand that with a gesture from you, anything becomes possible for him. He has faith in himself, in his friends, and he wants to have faith in his queen as well. To show that he fears nothing and expects nothing in return, he will return Monsieur de Mazarin to you without any conditions attached. Look, madame! Here are the precious signatures of your majesty; if you judge it right to give them to me, do so, but from this point onward, you are under no obligation.

With a sense of pride and unwavering courage, D’Artagnan placed the papers he had so painstakingly obtained into Anne’s hands. There are moments—though not everything in this world is good, not everything is bad—when even the hardest and coldest hearts are softened by genuine tears. This was one of those moments for Anne.

When D’Artagnan allowed his emotions to match the queen’s, he accomplished something even the most skilled diplomat could never have done. For this, he was instantly rewarded, whether for his cleverness or his sensitivity, it no longer mattered.

“You were right, sir,” said Anne




Chapter XC: Conclusion

On their way home, the two friends found a letter from Athos, asking them to meet him at the Grand Charlemagne the next day. They went to bed early, but neither of them could sleep.

When we finally reach the height of our desires, success often robs us of sleep on the very night our long-held dreams come true. The next day, at the agreed time, they went to visit Athos and found him and Aramis dressed for travel.

“What! Are we all leaving?” exclaimed Porthos. “I’ve already made my preparations this morning.”

“Oh, absolutely,” replied Aramis. “There is nothing left for us to do in Paris now that the Fronde is over.”

The Duchess de Longueville has invited me to spend a few days in Normandy and has asked me to prepare her residence in Rouen while her son is being baptized. After that, unless something unforeseen arises, I plan to retreat to my convent at Noisy-le-Sec.”

“And I,” said Athos, “am returning to Bragelonne. You know, dear D’Artagnan, I am only a simple country gentleman. Raoul has no fortune except what I have, poor boy! I must look after it for him, as I am only lending him my name.”

“And what will you do with Raoul?”

“I am leaving him in your care, my friend. War has broken out in Flanders, and you will take him with you there.”

“I am afraid that staying in Blois could be harmful to his young mind. Take him with you and teach him to be as brave and loyal as you are,” said Athos.

“Then,” D’Artagnan replied, “even if I cannot have you with me, Athos, at least I will have that dear, fair-haired boy by my side. He may be just a child, but since your spirit lives in him, dear Athos, I will always feel that you are close, supporting and encouraging me.”

The four friends embraced, tears in their eyes, then parted ways, uncertain whether they would ever see each other again. D’Artagnan returned to Rue Tiquetonne with Porthos, still eager to discover the identity of the man he had killed. Upon arriving at the Hotel de la Chevrette, they found the baron’s carriage ready and Mousqueton mounted.

“Come, D’Artagnan,” Porthos said, “say goodbye to your sword and join me in Pierrefonds, Bracieux, or Du Vallon.”

“We will grow old together and reminisce about our friends.”

“No!” D’Artagnan replied. “Goodness, the campaign is about to begin; I want to be there, and I expect to gain something from it.”

“What do you expect to gain?”

“Well, I hope to be made Marshal of France!”

“Ha! ha!” laughed Porthos, who wasn’t entirely convinced by D’Artagnan’s bravado. “Come, my friend, join me,” D’Artagnan urged, “and I’ll make sure you become a duke!”

“No,” Porthos replied. “Mouston has no desire to fight; besides, they have built a triumphal arch for me to enter my barony, which will certainly make my neighbors jealous.”

“There’s nothing I can say to that,” D’Artagnan responded, well aware of the new baron’s vanity. “So, here’s to our next happy meeting!”

“Goodbye, dear captain,” Porthos said. “I will always be happy to welcome you to my barony.”

“Yes, yes, after the campaign is over,” replied D’Artagnan.

“His honor’s carriage is ready,” Mousqueton announced. The two friends exchanged a warm handshake and parted ways.

D’Artagnan stood at the door, watching Porthos leave with a heavy heart, when the baron, having walked only a short distance, stopped, tapped his forehead with his finger, and exclaimed:

“I remember!”

“What?” D’Artagnan asked. “Who was the beggar I killed?”

“Ah! Yes! Who was he?”

“It was that wretched fellow, Bonacieux.”

Porthos, pleased to have cleared his conscience, rejoined Mousqueton, and they disappeared around the corner. D’Artagnan stayed behind for a moment, silent, thoughtful, and still. As he entered, he noticed his hostess, the lovely Madeleine, standing in the doorway.

“Madeleine,” said the Gascon, “please give me your apartment on the first floor. Now that I am a captain in the royal musketeers, I need to make an impression. However, keep my old room on the fifth floor reserved for me; you never know what might happen.”
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