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About The D’Artagnan Romances

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

At the core of these stories is the deep bond among D’Artagnan and his three inseparable friends—Athos, Porthos, and Aramis. Their motto, “All for one and one for all,” is more than a saying; it guides them through deadly plots, personal rivalries, and constant danger threatening both King and country. What starts in The Three Musketeers as a youthful quest for honor and glory gradually becomes a tribute to loyalty and friendship as the companions age and face new trials. In Twenty Years After, they reunite in the midst of civil turmoil, now carrying the weight and complexities of adult life.

The later volumes—The Vicomte de Bragelonne, Ten Years Later, and Louise de la Vallière—explore more deeply the personal entanglements of the musketeers and the shifting fortunes of the French monarchy. Heroes grow older, ambitions evolve, and a new generation faces its own turbulent destiny. Amid court intrigue and family secrets, D’Artagnan’s unwavering spirit endures as he tries to balance duty, loyalty, and the call of his own heart.

Ultimately, the series reaches a moving ending in The Man in the Iron Mask, where long-held secrets threaten the very foundations of the realm. As these cherished characters face the twilight of their legendary lives, the final chapters resonate with themes of honor, sacrifice, and the passage of time. Together, these six books create not just an epic tale of adventure, but also a deeply human story exploring friendship, fidelity, and the pursuit of noble ideals.




D’Artagnan Series: Titles and Publication Years

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


	The Three Musketeers

	Published: 1844




	Twenty Years After

	Published: 1845




	The Vicomte de Bragelonne

	Published (serialized): 1847–1850




	Ten Years Later

	Published (serialized): 1847–1850

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




	Louise de la Vallière

	Published (serialized): 1847–1850

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




	The Man in the Iron Mask

	Published (serialized): 1847–1850

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









About the Books in the Series




The Three Musketeers (1844)

The first novel in the D’Artagnan Series introduces young D’Artagnan, an ambitious Gascon who travels to Paris determined to join the King’s Musketeers. Almost at once, he becomes caught up in duels, court rivalries, and dangerous conspiracies engineered by the crafty Cardinal Richelieu and his agents. Amid the dangers, he befriends Athos, Porthos, and Aramis—three musketeers whose loyalty and bravery are as legendary as their swordsmanship. Dumas’s energetic storytelling sweeps the reader through a whirlwind of cloak-and-dagger exploits set against the royal backdrop of 17th-century France. At its heart, the novel celebrates friendship and courage, immortalizing the motto “All for one and one for all.” Themes of honor, camaraderie, and youthful ambition intertwine, setting the stage for the epic that unfolds in the following volumes.




Twenty Years After (1845)

Set two decades after the events of The Three Musketeers, this sequel finds the formerly inseparable friends living very different lives. France is mired in civil strife, and Cardinal Mazarin now governs from behind the throne for the young King Louis XIV. As civil war threatens to tear the country apart, D’Artagnan reunites Athos, Porthos, and Aramis—though none remain quite as they once were. The novel delves further into the characters’ struggles and sacrifices, exploring how youthful ideals are tested by time, politics, and personal complications. With its focus on loyalty and redemption, Twenty Years After shows that while passion may cool and outlooks shift, the bonds formed in youth can endure.




The Vicomte de Bragelonne (1847–1850)

Now more seasoned and mature, D’Artagnan returns to serve under the burgeoning reign of Louis XIV. This novel, often considered the first part of a broader narrative that includes the next two books, introduces Raoul de Bragelonne—Athos’s son—and follows the shifting political and romantic currents that define the French court in the mid-17th century. As the original musketeers grapple with passing on their legacy, new intrigues arise among the king, his ministers, and the nobles vying for power. The Vicomte de Bragelonne explores the transfer of tradition from one generation to the next, all while preserving the bold spirit and camaraderie that made the earlier novels beloved.




Ten Years Later (1847–1850)

As a continuation of The Vicomte de Bragelonne, this volume traces the consequences of choices made at court and the further development of Raoul, who now stands on the threshold of his own destiny. Louis XIV’s authority grows, and political intrigue escalates, pulling both longstanding and new characters into a dance of ambition and personal desire. Amid these challenges, D’Artagnan must balance his duty and loyalty to a monarch coming into his own, while also dealing with change among his friends. Combining political maneuvering with personal drama, Ten Years Later deepens the themes of honor, betrayal, and the burden of hidden secrets behind regal splendor.




Louise de la Vallière (1847–1850)

Louise de la Vallière focuses on the young woman who captures King Louis XIV’s heart, sparking a love affair that sends ripples throughout the court. Amid personal turmoil, Raoul de Bragelonne struggles with unrequited love and faces problems that test his loyalty and future. As the characters navigate conflicting desires, tension underlies life at court. Dumas deftly intertwines suspenseful romance with ongoing political machinations, reminding readers that behind the glitter of royal privilege lie heartbreak and sacrifice.




The Man in the Iron Mask (1847–1850)

The final book in the series finally reveals the enduring mysteries hinted at throughout the earlier volumes, reaching their climax with the enigmatic man in the iron mask. D’Artagnan, along with the now aging musketeers, must face secrets that threaten to shake the throne and undermine their cherished friendships. In this poignant ending, Dumas probes themes of identity, legacy, and fidelity as these heroes—once united in arms—approach the dusk of their storied lives. The Man in the Iron Mask stands as a stirring conclusion to the D’Artagnan saga, blending the thrill of adventure with a thoughtful meditation on time and duty.




Chapter I: The Letter

In mid-May of 1660, at nine in the morning, the sun was already high and quickly drying the dew from the ramparts of the castle of Blois. A small group—three men and two pages—returned to the city by way of the bridge, drawing little more than a casual salute from the people on the quay. A brief hand to the head and a quiet remark in fluent French: “There’s Monsieur back from the hunt.” And that was that.

As the horses climbed the steep road from the river to the castle, a few shop boys came over to the last horse, which bore several birds hanging by their beaks. The curious boys made no effort to hide their scorn for such simple sport, chatting about the drawbacks of hawking before returning to work. One boy, plump and good-humored, wondered aloud how Monsieur, with all his wealth, could be satisfied by such humble pastimes.

“Don’t you know,” one of the bystanders replied, “that Monsieur’s main pleasure is tiring himself out?”

The cheerful boy shrugged, as if to say, “In that case, I’d rather be plain Jack than a prince.” With that, they all went back to their tasks.

Meanwhile, Monsieur continued on, carrying himself with a mix of sadness and grandeur—a presence that would certainly have drawn attention if there had been more people around. But the good people of Blois could never forgive Monsieur for choosing their lively town as the setting for his own brand of leisurely misery. Every time they caught a glimpse of his enduring melancholy, they would either turn away reverently or hurry home to escape the drowsy influence of his long, pale face, watery eyes, and slow manner. As a result, the streets were nearly empty whenever he passed.

This attitude from the people of Blois was rather disrespectful, for Monsieur was, after the king—perhaps even above him—the greatest noble in the land. In fact, God, who had given Louis XIV the honor of being the son of Louis XIII, had also made Monsieur the son of Henry IV. The city of Blois should have been proud that Gaston of Orleans had chosen it as his residence and held court in the old Castle of the States. Yet, it seemed this great prince was destined to receive only faint attention and admiration from the public—a fate he had come to accept.

It was perhaps not this alone that made him so listless. Monsieur had certainly kept busy in his life. A man cannot watch a dozen of his dearest friends executed without some excitement. Yet, since Mazarin took power, no heads had rolled, and Monsieur found himself at a loss for purpose, hurting his spirits. The poor prince’s existence had become terribly dull. After a quick morning hunt along the banks of the Beuvron or the woods of Cheverny, he’d cross the Loire for breakfast at Chambord, hungry or not. The city heard nothing more from its prince until the next day’s hunt.

So much for the ennui outside the castle; as for the tedium within, let us follow the small procession into the grand entrance of the Castle of the States.

Monsieur rode a steady horse with a large, richly red Flemish velvet saddle and buskin-shaped stirrups. The horse was a fine bay, and Monsieur’s crimson velvet doublet matched both his cloak and his horse’s gear. This bold red outfit set him apart from his two companions—one, in violet, rode on his left (his equerry), and the other, in green, on his right (the grand veneur).

One page carried two gerfalcons on a perch, while the other sounded a hunting horn in a halfhearted fashion from twenty paces away. Everyone around this indifferent prince seemed to perform their duties just as listlessly. The horn’s note startled eight guards in the sunny courtyard, who jumped up, grabbed their halberts, and got into formation as Monsieur rode through the main entrance.

As he vanished into the porch’s shadows, three or four idle spectators who had followed the group pointed out the hanging birds, then wandered off murmuring about what they’d seen. When they left, the street, palace, and courtyard were left eerily empty.

Monsieur dismounted in silence and went straight to his apartment. His valet quickly changed his clothes, and, having received no orders yet from Madame about breakfast, Monsieur stretched out on a chaise longue and fell into a heavy sleep, as if it were already eleven at night. The eight guards, thinking their shift done, relaxed in the sun on stone benches, while the grooms led the horses away. Except for a few happy birds playing in the garden, it seemed the entire castle had fallen asleep along with Monsieur.

Suddenly, this peaceful silence was broken by a bright, ringing laugh, which woke a few halberdiers enough for them to crack open one eye. The laughter came from a sunny window whose light perfectly cast the profiles of the chimneys in silhouette. A small, wrought-iron balcony extended from this window, decorated with a pot of bright red gilliflowers, another of primroses, and an early rosebush, its lush green leaves tinged red, hinting at future blooms.

Within the sunlit room stood a square table covered with an old, large-flowered Haarlem tapestry. At the center was a long-necked stone bottle filled with irises and lilies of the valley. At each end sat a young girl, their presence enhancing the room’s charm.

These two young women were in a unique situation; they could have been mistaken for two boarders escaped from a convent. One, leaning both elbows on the table and pen in hand, was tracing letters on fine Dutch paper. The other, kneeling on her chair and peering over the back, watched her companion write—or rather, hesitate to write. From their exchange erupted laughter, playful shouts, and teasing, one louder than the rest, which startled the garden birds and roused several guards.

Now, as we paint their portraits, let’s try to capture their characters. The one leaning on the chair and laughing was strikingly beautiful, about eighteen or twenty, with a glowing complexion and rich brown hair. Her eyes sparkled beneath well-shaped brows, her smile showing pearly teeth between coral lips. Everything about her movement was lively; she didn’t just walk—she bounded.

The other girl, writing, looked at her lively companion with eyes clear and blue as midday skies. Her hair was a soft blonde, arranged with great care and falling in silky curls over her lovely cheeks. She touched the paper with delicate hands, their slenderness revealing her tender youth. Each time her friend burst into laughter, she raised her graceful shoulders, although they didn’t have the fullness she might have wished in her arms and hands.

“Montalais! Montalais!” she finally said, her voice gentle and melodic. “You’re laughing too loudly—you laugh like a man! You’ll not only catch the guards’ attention, but you’ll miss Madame’s bell when she rings.”

But the lively Montalais paid her no mind, still laughing and waving her hands.

She replied, “Louise, my dear, you don’t mean what you say. You know those guards of yours have just gone to sleep—a cannon couldn’t wake them. And Madame’s bell rings so loud it could be heard from the bridge of Blois, so I’ll hear it just fine when I’m needed. What’s troubling you is that I’m laughing while you try to write. What you’re really afraid of is that Madame de Saint-Remy, your mother, might show up, as she does when we make too much noise, and catch us. She’d see that huge sheet of paper where all you’ve managed to write, in the last quarter of an hour, is ‘Monsieur Raoul.’ And you’re right to worry, dear Louise, because after those words—‘Monsieur Raoul’—others might follow that would be so telling and so flammable, they’d set Madame Saint-Remy alight! Wouldn’t they? Tell me.”

Montalais began laughing again, even louder. The fair-haired girl finally lost her temper, tore up the paper neatly inscribed with “Monsieur Raoul,” squeezed it in trembling fingers, and threw it out the window.

“There! There!” cried Mademoiselle de Montalais. “Look at our little lamb, our gentle dove—so upset! Don’t be afraid, Louise. Madame de Saint-Remy won’t come now. And even if she does, you know I have sharp ears. Besides, what could be more harmless than writing to an old friend of twelve years, especially when the letter starts ‘Monsieur Raoul’?”

“That’s all very well, but I’m not going to write to him at all,” said the young girl.

“Ah, ah! Now Montalais gets her due,” laughed the brunette, still teasing.

“Come, come! Let’s try another page and finish our letter quickly. Good! There goes the bell. Well, that’s inconvenient! Madame must wait, or go without her first maid of honor this morning.”

Indeed, a bell rang, signaling that Madame had finished her toilette and was waiting for Monsieur to take her hand and lead her from the salon to the refectory.

Once the formalities were completed with great ceremony, husband and wife had breakfast together before parting until dinner at two o’clock. The bell’s ringing meant a door opened in the office wing to the left of the court, and out came two maîtres d’hôtel with eight scullions, carrying a hand-barrow piled with dishes covered in silver.

The first maître d’hôtel gently tapped one of the dozing guards with his staff and went so far as to place the halberd, which had been propped against the wall, in the half-asleep man’s hands. Without further explanation, the guard then escorted Monsieur’s meal to the refectory, led by a page and the two maîtres d’hôtel. As they passed, the guards presented arms out of respect.

Mademoiselle de Montalais and her friend watched this ceremony from their window, likely out of habit; their interest was more about not being disturbed than out of curiosity.

As the guards, scullions, maîtres d’hôtel, and pages disappeared, the girls reclaimed their spots at the table. The sun, which had briefly shone on their charming faces, now lit only the gilliflowers, primroses, and rosebushes outside.

“Bah!” exclaimed Montalais, sinking back into her seat. “Madame will have a splendid breakfast without me!”

“Oh, Montalais, you’ll be punished!” replied the other, sitting calmly down again.

“Punished, for sure! That means I’ll be denied a ride! That’s just the sort of punishment I like. To ride in the grand coach, perching on a box, turning left and lurching right over rough roads where we barely cover a league in two hours. Then straight back, right under the window where Mary de Medici escaped, so Madame can’t help but declare, ‘Can you believe Mary de Medici escaped from there—forty-seven feet up?’”

“The mother of two princes and three princesses!” If you call that pleasure, Louise, then I’d happily be punished every day—as long as I spend the time with you, writing these fun letters!

“Montalais! Montalais! There are duties to fulfill.”

“You talk, dear child, as if free of them yourself! You, who enjoy the freedom of this tiresome court. You alone collect all the joys without any hardship—truly, you’re more of Madame’s maid of honor than I am. Madame’s fondness for your father-in-law passes to you, letting you float in and out of this otherwise dull house like a bird flitting through the courtyard—breathing the air, plucking flowers, nibbling seeds, facing no troubles and dodging all annoyance. And you dare talk to me about duties! Tell me, my pretty idler, what are your own responsibilities, besides writing to the handsome Raoul?”

“And even that you neglect—it seems you’re a bit careless about your duties!”

Louise took on a serious look, resting her chin in her hand, and replied gently but reproachfully, “Are you blaming me for my good luck? Can you really begrudge me that? You have every opportunity ahead—you’ll go to court. If the king marries, he’ll need Monsieur nearby, and you’ll see splendid festivities. You’ll see the king himself, who they say is so handsome and charming!”

“Ah, more importantly, I’ll see Raoul, who is in service to M. le Prince,” Montalais added, grinning.

“Poor Raoul!” Louise sighed. “Now is the perfect time to write him, my dear!”

“Let’s start again with that famous ‘Monsieur Raoul’ on the top of this torn page.”

She offered the pen with a charming smile, and the hand moved eagerly to write the expected words. “Now what?” asked the younger girl. “Write what you really think, Louise,” Montalais replied. “Are you sure I’m




Chapter III: The Interview.

Raoul took a step toward the girl who had called to him. “But my horse, madame?” he asked.

“Oh! You’re all flustered! Just follow that path—there’s a shed in the outer courtyard. Tie up your horse and come right back!”

“I’ll do as you say, madame.”

Raoul spent no more than four minutes following her instructions. When he returned to the little door, he found his mysterious guide waiting for him on the first steps of a winding staircase, wrapped in shadow.

“Are you brave enough to follow me, monsieur knight errant?” she asked, teasing him for hesitating.

He sprang up the dark staircase after her, and together they climbed three flights, he following close behind. As he reached for the banister, his fingers brushed the silk of her dress, which slid softly along the walls. With every misstep Raoul made, his guide would whisper, “Hush!” while offering him a soft, perfumed hand to steady him.

“All of this feels as if one could reach the castle belfry without any effort,” Raoul remarked.

“Which means, monsieur, that you are quite perplexed, very tired, and rather nervous. But take heart; we have arrived.”

The girl flung open a door, and suddenly a flood of light washed over the staircase landing as Raoul emerged, gripping the balustrade tightly.

The girl kept moving, and he followed. She entered a chamber, and he stepped in after her. Just as he crossed the threshold, a loud cry broke out. Turning, he saw her only a couple of steps away—hands clasped, eyes closed—a beautiful girl with blue eyes and bare shoulders. Recognizing him, she called out, “Raoul.”

In that instant, he saw an overwhelming blend of love and happiness shining in her face. Moved, he dropped to his knees in the middle of the room, whispering “Louise.”

“Ah! Montalais!—Montalais!” she sighed. “It’s so mean of you to trick me like that.”

“Who, me? Trick you?” he replied, bewildered.

“Yes! You said you’d go down to hear the news, but here you are with monsieur!”

“Well, I had to bring him—otherwise, how could he get the letter you wrote?”

She pointed toward the letter still on the table. Raoul stepped up to take it, but Louise, although hesitant at first, was quicker and reached for it to stop him. Their hands met—her trembling hand in his—and he brought it gently to his lips, as if sighing on it rather than kissing it. Meanwhile, Mademoiselle de Montalais carefully folded the letter into thirds, as women often do, and tucked it into her bodice.

“Don’t worry, Louise,” she said with a reassuring smile. “Monsieur wouldn’t dare take it from you, just as the late King Louis XIII would never have dared to take a letter from Mademoiselle de Hautefort’s corsage.”

Raoul blushed at the two girls smiling, not realizing that Louise’s hand was still in his.

“There!” Montalais said. “You forgive me, Louise, for bringing monsieur to you; and you, monsieur, you don’t fault me for following you to see mademoiselle.”

“Now that peace is made, let’s speak as friends. Louise, please introduce me to M. de Bragelonne.”

“Monsieur le Vicomte,” Louise said, with reserved grace and a genuine smile, “I have the honor to present Mademoiselle Aure de Montalais, maid of honor to Her Royal Highness Madame, and, more importantly, my good friend—my wonderful friend.”

Raoul bowed with a flourish.

“And I?” he asked playfully. “Will you not introduce me to mademoiselle as well?”

“Oh, she knows you—she knows everything!”

This honest remark made Montalais laugh and brought a sigh of happiness from Raoul, who took it to mean: “She knows all about our love.”

“Now that introductions are done, Monsieur le Vicomte,” Montalais said, “please take a seat and tell us the news that brings you here so quickly.”

“Mademoiselle, it’s no longer a secret; the king, traveling to Poitiers, will stop at Blois to visit His Royal Highness.”

“The king is coming here!” Montalais exclaimed, clapping her hands. “Will we really see the court?”

“Just imagine, Louise—the real Paris court! Oh, heavens! But when, monsieur?”

“Maybe this evening, mademoiselle; at the latest, tomorrow.”

Montalais sighed in frustration, raising her shoulders. “No time to get ready! Not even enough to fix up a single dress! We’re as out of fashion as the Poles.”

“We’ll look like portraits from Henry IV’s time. Ah, monsieur! What sad news you bring!”

“But, young ladies, you will still be beautiful!”

“That’s no surprise! Yes, we’ll always be lovely, for nature has made us presentable; but we’ll look ridiculous, since fashion doesn’t remember us. Ridiculous, alas!”

“I’ll seem ridiculous—me!”

“And to whom?” Louise asked innocently.

“To whom? What a question, my dear. To everyone—the courtiers, the nobles; even the king.”

“Forgive me, friend, but here everyone is used to seeing us as we are—”

“True, but that will change. We’ll appear ridiculous, even at Blois. With Paris fashions arriving, they’ll see we dress like locals! Enough to make you despair!”

“Cheer up, mademoiselle.”

“Well, so be it!”

“After all, it’s their problem if they don’t like how I look!” Montalais remarked with a philosophical shrug.

“They must be hard to please,” Raoul answered, always the polite gentleman.

“Thank you, Monsieur le Vicomte. So, you were saying the king is coming to Blois?”

“With the entire court.”

“And the Mesdemoiselles de Mancini? Are they coming?”

“No, certainly not.”

“But rumor says the king can’t live without Mademoiselle Mary.”

“Mademoiselle, the king will have to manage. M. le Cardinal insists.”

“He’s sent his nieces into exile at Brouage.”

“Him! The hypocrite!”

“Hush!” Louise said, pressing a finger to her friend’s pink lips.

“Bah! No one can hear me. I tell you, old Mazarin is a hypocrite, burning with impatience to make his niece Queen of France.”

“That can’t be, mademoiselle, since M. le Cardinal arranged His Majesty’s marriage to the Infanta Maria Theresa.”

Montalais gave Raoul a direct look and said, “And you Parisians really believe that? Well!

“We know a bit more here in Blois.”

“Mademoiselle, if the king is traveling beyond Poitiers to Spain, if the contract is signed by Don Luis de Haro and his eminence, it’s no small matter.”

“All right! But the king is still the king, isn’t he?”

“Yes, mademoiselle; but the cardinal has great power.”

“So the king isn’t a man? And he loves Mary Mancini?”

“He adores her.”

“Then he’ll marry her. There’ll be war with Spain. M. Mazarin will dig into his millions; our gentlemen will win glory against the proud Castilians, and many will return wreathed in laurels, to be crowned by us with myrtles.”

“That’s my idea of politics.”

“Montalais, you’re incorrigible!” Louise exclaimed. “You’re drawn to exaggeration like a moth to flame.”

“Louise, you’re so sensible you’ll never truly know love.”

“Oh!” Louise replied, gently reproachful. “Don’t you see, Montalais? The queen mother wants her son to marry the Infanta. Should he disobey his mother? Would that set a good example for a heart as royal as his? When parents forbid love, love must yield.”

With a sigh, Louise turned away, while Raoul lowered his gaze, looking uneasy. Montalais, however, burst out laughing.

“Well, I have no parents!” she declared.

“You know how M. le Comte de la Fère’s health is?” Louise asked, her sigh betraying real sorrow.

“No, mademoiselle,” Raoul replied. “I haven’t seen my father yet. I was on my way to his house when Mademoiselle de Montalais kindly stopped me. I hope the comte is well. You’ve heard nothing different, have you?”

“No, M. Raoul—nothing, thank God!”

For several moments, silence surrounded them, as two people, in sync, quietly exchanged their thoughts without a look.

“Oh, heavens!” Montalais suddenly exclaimed. “Someone’s coming up!”

“Who could it be?” Louise asked, jumping up in worry.

“Ladies, forgive me. I must have been indiscreet,” Raoul stammered, rather embarrassed.

“It’s a heavy step,” Louise observed. “Oh! I hope it’s only M.

“Malicorne,” Montalais added, “don’t be alarmed.”

Louise and Raoul exchanged looks, silently wondering who M. Malicorne was.

“He’s nothing to worry about,” Montalais continued. “He’s not jealous.”

“But, mademoiselle—” Raoul began.

“Yes, yes. He’s as discreet as I am,” Montalais said.

“Goodness!” Louise said, bringing her ear to the partly open door. “It’s my mother’s footsteps!”

“Madame de Saint-Remy! Where can I hide?” Raoul gasped, grabbing at Montalais’s dress. She looked completely at a loss.

“Yes,” she said, “I recognize the sound of those pattens! It is dear mother. M. le Vicomte, what a shame the window overlooks a stone pavement, fifty paces down.”

Raoul glanced at the balcony in desperation. Louise clung to his arm.

“Oh, how silly I am!” Montalais exclaimed. “Don’t I have the ceremonial closet?”

“Looks as if that’s just what we need.”

There was no time to waste; Madame de Saint-Remy was approaching with an urgency unusual for her. She reached the landing just as Montalais, thinking quickly, leaned against the closet door to keep it closed.

“Ah!” exclaimed Madame de Saint-Remy, “you’re here, Louise?”

“Yes, madame,” Louise answered, pale as if she’d done something terribly wrong.

“Well, well!”

“Please, sit down, madame,” Montalais said, bringing her a chair and placing it with its back to the closet.

“Thank you, Mademoiselle Aure—thank you. Now, my dear, be quick.”

“Where do you want me to go, madame?”

“Why, home, of course; don’t you have to get ready?”

“What did you say?” Montalais cried, feigning surprise, her heart pounding at the thought Louise might let something slip.

“You haven’t heard the news, have you?” Madame de Saint-Remy asked.

“What news, madame? How can two girls hear anything shut up in this dove-cote?”

“What! Haven’t you seen anyone?”

“Madame, you speak in riddles, torturing us slowly!” Montalais exclaimed, watching Louise grow paler and feeling at a loss. She exchanged a look with her friend—one of those signals that could move even a wall. Louise gestured toward a hat—Raoul’s unfortunate hat—resting in feathery glory on the table. Montalais rushed over, snagged it with her left hand, and quietly slipped it to her right, all the while keeping up the conversation.

“Well,” said Madame de Saint-Remy, “a courier has arrived with news of the king’s approach. There, young ladies, is something to get you fixing your best looks.”

“Quick, quick!” cried Montalais. “Louise, follow your mother, and let me go get my formal dress ready.”

Louise stood, and her mother took her hand, leading her out to the landing.

“Come,” she urged, then whispered, “Why do you keep going to Montalais against my orders?”

“Madame, she’s my friend. Besides, I had just arrived.”

“Did you see anyone hiding there?”

“Madame!”

“I saw a man’s hat, I tell you—the hat of that ne’er-do-well!”

“Madame!” Louise objected. “You mean that idler Malicorne!”

“A maid of honor having such company—shame! shame!”

Their voices faded down the narrow staircase. Montalais caught every word as if the stairs were an echoing tunnel. She shrugged when she saw Raoul emerge from the closet, having eavesdropped as well.

“Poor Montalais!” she said, “a victim of friendship! And poor Malicorne, a victim of love!”

She paused, taking in Raoul’s kindly frustrated expression, frustrated by the number of secrets he’d found in just one day.

“Oh, mademoiselle!” he exclaimed. “How could we ever thank you?”

“Oh, we’ll settle up another day,” she replied. “But right now, you have to go, M. de Bragelonne. Madame de Saint-Remy is not exactly forgiving, and one slip could get you a visit you wouldn’t enjoy.”

“But Louise—how will I know—”

“Go! Go! King Louis XI knew what he was doing when he founded the mail service.”

“Alas!” Raoul sighed.

“And am I not here? I’m worth all the posts in France! Quick, to your horse! We must be sure Madame de Saint-Remy doesn’t return to catch us, unless you want her to preach me a morality sermon.”

“And she’d tell my father, wouldn’t she?” Raoul muttered.

“And then you’d get a scolding. Oh, vicomte, it shows you’re straight from court; you’re as timid as the king. Honestly!”

“At Blois, we have better ways than waiting for Papa’s consent. Just ask Malicorne!”

And with that, the girl gave Raoul a gentle shove out of the room. He hurried down to the porch, mounted his horse, and set off as if Monsieur’s guards were after him.




Chapter IV: Father and Son

Raoul followed the well-known road, a path full of treasured memories, leading from Blois to the Comte de la Fère’s home.

There’s no need to describe the place again; readers will recall it. Since our last visit, though, the walls have grayed, and the brick has acquired a warmer copper hue. The trees have grown, changing from slim branches peeking over hedges to thick, fruitful shapes that cast generous blossoms or fruit for any passerby.

From a distance, Raoul saw the two small turrets, the dove-cote among the elms, and the pigeons wheeling endlessly around the brick house, as if unable to leave—a bit like fond memories circling a peaceful soul. Drawing closer, he heard the squeak of pulleys strained by heavy pails. He thought he also heard the mournful sound of water splashing back into wells—a somber echo beloved by children and poets alike. The English call it a splash; Arabian poets call it gasgachau; but we French, would-be poets, can only call it the sound of water falling into water.

It had been more than a year since Raoul visited his father. He had spent the whole time in the household of M. le Prince. After the upheavals of the Fronde, which we summarized before, Louis de Condé had made a sincere peace with the court. During the rift between the king and the prince, Condé had tried to offer Bragelonne tempting opportunities, hoping for his loyalty. But the Comte de la Fère, holding firm in his loyalty and duty to the crown, had made his thoughts clear to his son in the vaults of Saint Denis. Representing his son, the comte declined all these offers. Rather than follow M. de Condé into rebellion, the vicomte chose a different path.

He joined de Turenne, fighting for the king. But when M. de Turenne appeared to drift from the royal cause, Raoul also withdrew, just as he had with M. de Condé. So, since Condé and Turenne never beat each other except under the king’s flag, Raoul—young as he was—could tally ten victories on his record, without a single defeat to shame his courage or his conscience.

Raoul, at his father’s wishes, served loyally and quietly for Louis XIV, despite the constant, almost inevitable changes in loyalty of the time. When A. de Condé was restored to favor, he quickly regained the privileges he once had, including Raoul. M. de la Fère, as always sensible, sent Raoul back to the prince. A year had passed since father and son parted; a few letters brought some comfort, but did not ease the sorrow of their separation.

Raoul had left another love behind at Blois, one which matched his fondness for his family. Yet to his credit, if not for chance and Mademoiselle de Montalais—two powerful draws—he would have ridden straight home after delivering his message. He might have looked back, but he would not have stopped, not even for Louise reaching out to him.

The first part of his journey passed in regret for the past left behind—especially his beloved. The rest of the journey was spent thinking of the friend he longed to see, though he found the ride agonizingly slow.

When Raoul arrived, he found the garden gate open and rode in, unheeding the angry gestures of an old man in a violet wool jacket and faded velvet cap, who was weeding a bed of miniature roses and daisies. The man grew furious at a horse trampling his neatly raked paths and let out a loud “Humph!” that made the rider look up.

But then the scene changed. When the man caught sight of Raoul’s face, he leaped up and hurried toward the house, letting out half growls of joy. Reaching the stable, Raoul gave his horse to a young boy and ran up the steps with a warmth that would have pleased his father deeply. He crossed the antechamber, dining room, and salon without meeting a soul. At last, at the door of M. de la Fère’s apartment, he knocked impatiently, entering almost before the kindly serious voice could say “Enter!”

The comte sat at a table piled with papers and books. He had retained the noble, handsome lines of his youth, but time had lent extra gravity and distinction. His brow was smooth beneath long hair, now more white than black. His eyes, brilliant and gentle, seemed those of a young man. A fine, just-graying mustache framed lips so pure and delicate one might think they never knew mortal passions. He was straight and supple, his hand slender yet above reproach. This was the lasting presence of the illustrious gentleman so often celebrated as Athos.

He was engrossed in correcting a manuscript he had written out in full. Raoul caught his father by the shoulders and neck, embracing him so warmly and quickly that the comte had neither time nor inclination to hold back or restrain his feelings.

“What! You’re here, Raoul—you! Can it be?” he exclaimed. “Oh, monsieur, monsieur, what joy to see you again!”

“But you won’t answer me, vicomte.”

“Have you taken leave, or has something terrible happened in Paris?”

“Thank God, monsieur,” Raoul replied, gradually calming. “Nothing bad has happened. The king is getting married, just as I wrote, and on his way to Spain, he’ll stop at Blois.”

“To visit Monsieur?”

“Yes, monsieur le comte. Either fearing Monsieur might not be ready, or wanting to show particular courtesy, monsieur le prince sent me ahead to inspect the lodgings.”

“You have seen Monsieur?” the comte asked eagerly.

“I had that honor.”

“At the castle?”

“Yes, monsieur,” Raoul answered, lowering his gaze, sensing his father’s questions were meant for something more than just politeness.

“Ah, indeed, vicomte?”

“Allow me to offer my compliments on that, monsieur.”

Raoul bowed.

“But you saw someone else at Blois?”

“Monsieur, I saw her royal highness, Madame.”

“That’s good, but that’s not who I meant.”

Raoul blushed deeply but stayed silent.




Chapter VII: Parry

While the unknown observer took in the lights with interest, listening to the various sounds around him, Master Cropole entered his room, followed by two attendants who set the table for his meal. The stranger paid them no mind, but Cropole stepped forward respectfully and whispered, “Monsieur, the diamond has been valued.”

“Ah!” replied the traveler. “And?”

“Well, monsieur, the jeweler of S.A.R. offers two hundred and eighty pistoles for it.”

“Do you have the money?”

“I thought it best to secure the funds, monsieur; however, I made it a condition of the bargain that if you wished to keep your diamond, it would be held until you were in funds again.”

“Oh, no, not at all. I told you to sell it.”

“Then I have complied, or nearly so. While I haven’t definitively sold it, I have secured the money.”

“Pay yourself,” the unknown man said.

“I will do so, monsieur, since you insist,” Cropole replied.

A sad smile crossed the gentleman’s lips.

“Place the money on that trunk,” he said, turning to point toward the furniture. Cropole set down a rather large bag as instructed, after extracting what he was owed. “Now,” he continued, “I hope monsieur will not refuse himself the pleasure of supper. Dinner has already been declined; this would be an affront to the House of Medici. Look, monsieur, supper is laid out on the table, and I daresay it’s quite a feast.”

The stranger requested a glass of wine, broke off a piece of bread, and remained by the window as he ate and drank. Soon, a loud flourish of trumpets echoed in the distance, followed by rising shouts and a buzz that filled the lower part of the city. The first distinct sound that reached the stranger was the rhythmic pounding of horses’ hooves approaching.

“The king! The king!” roared a noisy and eager crowd. “The king!” cried Cropole, abandoning his guest and any thoughts of manners to satisfy his curiosity. Alongside him on the stairs were Madame Cropole, Pittrino, and a host of waiters and scullions, all jostling for a better view.

The procession moved slowly, illuminated by a thousand torches flickering in the streets and from the upstairs windows. Following a company of musketeers, a tightly arranged troop of gentlemen came ahead of the litter of Monsieur le Cardinal, drawn like a carriage by four sleek black horses. The pages and attendants of the cardinal marched in formation behind him. Next came the queen-mother’s carriage, flanked by her maids of honor at the doors and gentlemen on horseback at either side.

Then, the king appeared, riding a magnificent Saxon horse with a flowing mane. Bowing to the enthusiastic crowds at the windows, the young prince revealed a noble and handsome face, illuminated by the torches held by his pages. Just behind the king, the Prince de Condé, M. Dangeau, and twenty other courtiers followed, accompanied by their retinues and baggage, bringing up the rear of this truly splendid procession.

The spectacle was distinctly military in nature. Some of the courtiers—particularly the older ones—wore travel attire, while the rest were clad in the armor of war. Many wore the gorget and buff coat reminiscent of the eras of Henry IV and Louis XIII. As the king passed by, the unknown figure, leaning forward over the balcony for a better view and hiding his face against his arm, felt his heart swell with bitter jealousy. The blaring trumpets stirred him, and the crowd’s cheers overwhelmed him. For a moment, he yielded his reason to the dazzling flood of lights, chaos, and vivid sights.

“He is a king!” he murmured, his voice tinged with despair. Before he could cast off his gloomy thoughts, the noise and splendor around him faded away. At the street corner, all that remained were a few hoarse, discordant voices still shouting from time to time, “Vive le Roi!”

Also left were the six candles held by the patrons of the hostelry des Medici—two for Cropole, two for Pittrino, and one for each scullion. Cropole kept repeating, “How handsome the king is! He looks just like his illustrious father!”

“A striking likeness!” Pittrino chimed in. “And what a regal bearing he has!” added Madame Cropole, already discussing the spectacle with her neighbors of both sexes.

Cropole was busy encouraging the gossip with his own personal observations, not noticing the old man on foot who was leading a small Irish horse by the bridle. The old man was trying to push through the crowd blocking the entrance to the Medici. Just then, a voice from the window called out, “Make way, monsieur l’hotelier, to the entrance of your house!”

Cropole turned around and, seeing the old man, quickly cleared a path for him. The window was promptly closed. Pittrino gestured to the newly arrived guest, who entered silently. The stranger awaited him on the landing, opened his arms to the old man, and guided him to a seat.

“Oh no, no, my lord!” he exclaimed. “Sit down in your presence? Never!”

“Parry,” the gentleman urged, “please, do. You’ve come all the way from England—such a long journey. It’s not right for someone your age to endure the demands of my service. Rest yourself.”

“I have my response to give your lordship first,” Parry insisted.

“Parry, I beg you, spare me the details; if your news were good, you wouldn’t start off like that. Your hesitation suggests the news is grim.”

“My lord,” the old man replied, “don’t distress yourself unnecessarily; all is not lost, I hope. You must summon your strength, but more importantly, your acceptance.”

“Parry,” the young man said, “I’ve navigated countless traps and faced endless challenges to reach this place. Can you really doubt my resolve? I’ve contemplated this journey for ten years, despite all advice and obstacles—do you doubt my perseverance? This evening, I sold the last of my father’s diamonds; I had nothing left to pay my lodgings, and my host was about to throw me out.”

Parry reacted with indignation, but the young man responded with a reassuring squeeze of his hand and a smile. “I still have two hundred and seventy-four pistoles left, and I feel rich. I do not despair, Parry; do you believe in my resignation?”

The old man raised his trembling hands toward the heavens. “Tell me,” said the stranger, “don’t hide anything from me—what happened?”

“My story will be brief, my lord; but for Heaven’s sake, don’t tremble so.”

“It is impatience, Parry. Now, what did the general say to you?”

“At first, the general refused to see me.”

“He thought you were a spy?”

“Yes, my lord; but I wrote him a letter.”

“And then?”

“He read it and agreed to see me, my lord.”

“Did that letter clearly explain my position and my intentions?”

“Oh, yes!” Parry replied with a sad smile. “It captured your very thoughts faithfully.”

“Well then, Parry.”

“Then the general sent the letter back with an aide-de-camp, informing me that if I were found within his command the next day, he would have me arrested.”

“Arrested!” the young man murmured. “What! Arrest you, my most faithful servant?”

“Yes, my lord.”

“And despite the fact that you signed the name Parry?”

“To all my letters, my lord; the aide-de-camp recognized me at St. James’s and Whitehall as well,” the old man added with a sigh.

The young man leaned forward, his expression thoughtful and somber. “Yes, that’s what he did in front of his people,” he said, trying to reassure himself with shallow hopes. “But privately—between you and him—what did he do? Answer me!”

“Alas, my lord, he sent four cavaliers to me, who presented me with the horse you just saw me ride back. They hurried me to the small port of Tenby, practically putting me into a fishing boat bound for Brittany, and here I am.”

“Oh!” the young man sighed, clutching his neck in despair, a sob escaping his lips. “Parry, is that all? Is that truly all?”

“Yes, my lord; that is all.”

A heavy silence followed, broken only by the young man’s restless foot tapping on the floor. The old man sensed the conversation was heading to dark places and tried to turn it. “My lord,” he began, “what caused all that commotion before my arrival?” “What are these people shouting ‘Vive le Roi!’ for? Which king do they mean? And what are all these lights for?”

“Ah, Parry,” the young man replied with a touch of irony, “don’t you know? This is the King of France visiting the fine city of Blois. All those trumpets are for him, those gilded trappings, and all those gentlemen with swords—his men. His mother precedes him in a carriage adorned with silver and gold.”

“Happy mother! His minister amasses millions for him and leads him to a wealthy bride. So these people celebrate; they love their king, they cheer him, crying, ‘Vive le Roi! Vive le Roi!’”

“Well, my lord,” Parry replied, feeling more uncomfortable with the conversation’s direction than before.

“You know,” the unknown continued, “that while all this celebration happens for the King of France, my mother and sister have neither money nor bread. You know that I, too, will soon find myself poor and disgraced, within a fortnight, when all of Europe learns what you have just told me. Parry, aren’t there instances where a man in my position should—”

“My lord, for the love of Heaven—”

“You’re right, Parry; I’m a coward. If I do nothing for myself, what can I expect from God?”

“No, no; I have two arms, Parry, and I have a sword.” He struck his arm sharply and reached for the sword on the wall. “What are you going to do, my lord?”

“What am I going to do, Parry? What everyone in my family does. My mother lives on public charity, my sister begs for her, and I have brothers somewhere who beg for themselves. As the eldest, I will follow suit—I will go and beg for charity!”

With those words, marked by a nervous and chilling laugh, the young man fastened his sword to his side, took his hat from the trunk, and draped a black cloak—worn throughout his journey—over his shoulders. He gripped the old man’s worried hands.

“My good Parry,” he said, “make up a fire, get food and drink, and rest well. Let us both be happy, my faithful friend, my only friend. We are as rich as kings!”

He struck the bag of pistoles with his clenched fist, and it fell heavily to the ground. The dismal laugh returned, shuddering through Parry. Meanwhile, the household buzzed with excitement, shouting and singing as they prepared to welcome the travelers and their attendants. The young man slipped out through the main entrance and into the street, where the old man, looking from the window, soon lost sight of him.




Chapter VIII: The Majesty of King Louis XIV at Twenty-Two

As we have recounted, King Louis XIV’s entrance into the city of Blois was vibrant and grand; the young monarch seemed very pleased with the welcome. Upon arriving beneath the grand porch of the Castle of the States, the king encountered S., flanked by his guards and courtiers.

A.R., the Duke Gaston of Orleans, had a naturally majestic presence that gained even greater dignity for this occasion. Meanwhile, Madame, dressed in ceremonial robes, waited for her nephew’s entrance from the interior balcony. The once empty and gloomy castle windows now sparkled with the presence of ladies and the glow of lights. It was to the sound of drums, trumpets, and cheers that the young king crossed the threshold of the castle where, seventy-two years earlier, Henry III had made his mark.

He had resorted to assassination and intrigue to cling to a crown already slipping from his brow, threatening to fall to another family. All eyes, after admiring the young king—so handsome and charming—turned to the other ruler of France, a sharp contrast: the aged, pale, and stooped Cardinal Mazarin. At this moment, Louis possessed all the natural gifts of a perfect gentleman; his eyes were bright, gentle, and a clear shade of blue. Yet even the most skilled readers of faces, those who study the soul’s depths, would have struggled to decipher the hidden gentleness behind his gaze.

The king’s eyes were like the vast depths of the blue sky or the sublime, almost frightening, Mediterranean, which reveals its secrets beneath ships on a clear summer day—a colossal mirror reflecting both the stars and the storms of heaven. Though he was of short stature, barely five feet two inches, his youth compensated for this, highlighted by noble movements and remarkable skill in physical activities.

He was already every inch a king, and it was a great honor to be a king in an era of such deep respect and tradition. But until then, he had rarely been presented to the public, and when he was, it was always alongside his mother, a tall woman, and Monsieur le Cardinal, a man of considerable height. Many remarked that he seemed so little of a king that they would say, “Why, the king is not as tall as Monsieur le Cardinal!”

Regardless of these comments, made mostly in the capital, the young king was greeted like a deity by the people of Blois, and nearly as a king by his uncle and aunt, Monsieur and Madame, who lived in the castle. Still, it must be said that when he entered the reception hall and saw chairs of equal height for him, his mother, the cardinal, and his uncle and aunt—an arrangement cleverly hidden by the semicircular layout—Louis XIV felt a surge of anger. He looked around, searching the faces to see if this insult was intentional. But when he detected nothing suspicious on the cardinal’s face, nor his mother’s, nor those of the guests, he accepted it and sat down, making sure to be seated before anyone else.

The gentlemen and ladies were presented to their majesties and Monsieur le Cardinal. The king noticed that he and his mother barely recognized any of the names, while the cardinal, with his remarkable memory and composure, chatted with each person about their estates, ancestors, or children—some of whom he named. This delighted the worthy country gentlemen and reinforced their belief that the real king is the one who knows his subjects, just as the sun stands alone in the sky, its glow warming the world.

The young king’s training, begun long before without anyone suspecting, continued. He looked carefully around him, trying to find meaning in the faces that at first seemed unremarkable. A collation was served, and the king, hesitant to impose on his uncle’s hospitality, had grown increasingly impatient waiting for it. This time, he received all the honors due to him—not so much because of his rank, but certainly for his appetite. The cardinal, meanwhile, merely sipped broth from a golden cup, his withered lips barely touching it. The all-powerful minister, who had taken regency from the queen and authority from the king, sadly had little appetite himself.

Anne of Austria, already suffering from the cancer that would take her life in six or eight years, ate very little, just as the cardinal did. Monsieur, delighted by the significance of these events in his provincial life, ate nothing at all. Only Madame, true to her Lorrainer ancestry, kept pace with His Majesty. So, Louis XIV, who might have dined nearly alone without her, was at first pleased with his aunt and later with M. de Saint-Remy, her maitre d’hotel, who truly excelled in his duties. Once the collation ended, and with a nod from M. de Mazarin, the king rose and, at his aunt’s request, began to mingle among the assembly.

The ladies then noticed—just as keenly as their Parisian counterparts—that Louis XIV had a confident, bold demeanor, suggesting he was a true judge of beauty. The men, for their part, noted the prince’s pride and haughtiness; he tended to look down on anyone who stared at him too long or too boldly, a clear mark of a master.

As Louis XIV completed about a third of his review, a word from his eminence caught his attention during a conversation with Monsieur. That word was the name of a woman.

Scarcely had Louis XIV heard the word than he found himself listening closely, forgetting the rest of the circle awaiting his visit. His only concern seemed to be reaching the far side as quickly as possible. Meanwhile, Monsieur, ever the good courtier, asked Monsieur le Cardinal about the health of his nieces. He regretted not seeing them with their uncle, noting how much they must have grown in stature, beauty, and grace since he last saw them.

What struck the king was the tension in the two men’s voices. Monsieur spoke calmly and naturally, while M. de Mazarin’s voice rose unusually high, nearly an octave above normal, showing underlying strain. One might say he wanted his response to reach any ear too far from the end of the hall. “Monseigneur,” he replied, “the Mesdemoiselles de Mazarin still have their education to complete. They have duties to fulfill and a position to settle. A stay at a young and lively court would certainly distract them.”

At this Louis smiled sadly. The court was young, but the cardinal’s greed had made it dull. “You have no plans,” Monsieur replied, “to keep them shut away or turn them into commoners?”

“Not at all,” the cardinal answered, forcing his Italian accent to shift from soft and pleasant to sharp and high. “I fully intend to marry them well, and will do so as best I can.”

“Prospects will not be lacking, monsieur le cardinal,” Monsieur answered, his tone as cheerful as a shopkeeper congratulating a colleague.

“I hope not, monseigneur, and with good reason, as God has been pleased to bless them with grace, intelligence, and beauty.”

Meanwhile, during this exchange, Louis XIV, guided by Madame, finished the round of introductions as described.

“Mademoiselle Auricule,” said the princess, presenting a plump, fair girl of twenty-two, who—to be honest—might have been mistaken for a peasant at a village fête, dressed in her Sunday best. “She is the daughter of my music teacher.”

The king smiled, recalling how Madame had never managed to draw four correct notes from either the viol or harpsichord.

“Mademoiselle Aure de Montalais,” Madame continued, “a young lady of rank and my devoted attendant.” Here, it was not the king who smiled, but the young lady herself, for the first time hearing such an esteemed introduction from Madame, who normally gave her little attention. Montalais performed a deep curtsey to His Majesty, her respect heightened by her effort to hide the laughter threatening her lips—a laughter the king might not have understood had he seen it.

Just then, the king heard a word that startled him. “And what is the name of the third?” asked Monsieur.

“Mary, monseigneur,” replied the cardinal. There was certainly some enchantment in that word, for, as we said, the king flinched upon hearing it and drew Madame toward the center of the gathering, as if to put a private question to her, though in reality, he aimed to get nearer the cardinal.

“Madame, my aunt,” he said, laughing gently, “my geography teacher never mentioned that Blois was so far from Paris.”

“What do you mean, nephew?” asked Madame.

“Well, it seems it takes several years for the fashions to travel that far! Look at those young ladies!”

“Well, I know them all.”

“Some of them are quite pretty.”

“Don’t say that too loudly, monsieur my nephew; you’ll drive them wild.”

“Wait, wait, dear aunt!” the king said with a smile. “The second part of my statement will make up for the first. Well, my dear aunt, some of them look old, and some rather plain, thanks to their outdated styles from ten years ago.”

“But, sire, Blois is only five days’ travel from Paris.”

“Yes, exactly,” said the king. “That’s two years’ difference for each day.”

“Really? Do you truly believe that?” “Well, that’s odd! It never occurred to me.”

“Now, look here, Aunt,” Louis XIV said, slipping closer to Mazarin while pretending to find a better angle. “See that simple white dress, next to all those outmoded dresses and extravagant hairstyles? She’s probably one of my mother’s maids of honor, though I don’t know her.”

“Ah! Ah! My dear nephew!” Madame replied, laughing. “Let me tell you, your guess is wrong this time. The young lady you admire is not from Paris; she’s from Blois.”

“Oh, Aunt!” the king replied, his tone doubtful.

“Come here, Louise,” Madame said. The fair girl, already familiar to you by that name, approached, shy and blushing, bowing under the king’s gaze. “Mademoiselle Louise Francoise de la Beaume le Blanc, daughter of the Marquise de la Valliere,” Madame announced grandly. The young girl curtsied with such grace and startling shyness in the royal presence that the king briefly lost track of the conversation between Monsieur and the cardinal as he watched her.

“Daughter-in-law of M. de Saint-Remy, my maitre d’hotel, who prepared that superb truffled daube your majesty enjoyed so much,” Madame added.

After such an introduction, neither grace, youth, nor beauty could truly stand out.

The king smiled. Whether Madame’s words were intended as a joke or spoken in all innocence, they signaled the relentless destruction of all that Louis had found poetic and appealing about the young girl. For Madame—and by extension, for the king—Mademoiselle de la Vallière became, for the moment, simply the daughter of a man famous for his truffled turkeys. Such is the spirit of princes. The gods of Olympus were no different. Diana and Venus, surely, enjoyed belittling the beautiful Alcmena and the unfortunate Io.




Chapter X: The Arithmetic of M. de Mazarin

As the king hurried toward the wing of the castle occupied by the cardinal, he brought along only his valet de chambre. Meanwhile, the officer of musketeers emerged from the small cabinet we described earlier—the one the king believed completely empty. This cabinet had once belonged to the chamber, separated only by a thin partition. Because this partition existed merely as a visual barrier, even the faintest sound from the chamber could be heard. Without a doubt, the lieutenant of musketeers had overheard everything that had occurred in the king’s apartment. Alerted by the king’s final words, he stepped out just in time to salute him as he passed and followed him with his gaze until he disappeared down the corridor. Once the king was out of sight, he shook his head in his own distinctive way and, in a voice that forty years away from Gascony had not dulled, remarked, “A melancholy service, and a melancholy master!”

With that, the lieutenant settled back in his chair, stretched his legs out, and closed his eyes, looking like a man either asleep or lost in thought.

As the king traversed the long corridors of the old castle on his way to M. de Mazarin’s quarters, a different scene was unfolding there. Mazarin lay in bed, suffering from a bout of gout. Yet, being a disciplined man who sought to make the most of every situation—even pain—he decided to use his wakefulness productively. He had summoned Bernouin, his valet de chambre, to bring him a small traveling desk so he could write from bed. However, gout is a stubborn adversary, and with every movement, the dull ache sharpened into stabbing pain.

“Is Brienne there?” he asked Bernouin.

“No, monseigneur,” the valet de chambre replied. “M. de Brienne has gone to bed, with your permission. But if you wish, he can be called at once.”

“No, that’s not necessary. Let’s see, though. Cursed ciphers!”

The cardinal began to think, counting on his fingers as he pondered.

“Oh, ciphers, is it?” Bernouin replied. “Very well! If your eminence tries any reckoning, I’ll wager you’ll have quite the headache tomorrow! And don’t forget M. Guenaud isn’t here.”

“You’re right, Bernouin. You’ll have to take Brienne’s place, my friend.”

“Indeed, I should have brought M. Colbert with me. That young man is quite talented, Bernouin—very talented; an exceptionally organized young fellow.”

“I don’t know,” replied the valet de chambre, “but something about your young man makes me uneasy, for all his seeming competence.”

“Come, come, Bernouin! We don’t need your advice. Just sit there: take up the pen and write.”

“I’m ready, monseigneur. What should I write?”

“Right after the two lines already written.”

“I’m ready.”

“Write seven hundred and sixty thousand livres.”

“That is noted.”

“On Lyons—” The cardinal paused briefly. “On Lyons,” Bernouin echoed.

“Three million nine hundred thousand livres.”

“Well, monseigneur?”

“On Bordeaux, seven million.”

“Seven?” Bernouin repeated, surprised.

“Yes,” said the cardinal, a hint of irritation in his voice, “seven.” Then, regaining his calm, he added, “You understand, Bernouin, all this money is to be spent?”

“Eh! monseigneur; whether it’s spent or saved is nothing to me, since none of these millions are mine.”

“These millions are the king’s; it’s the king’s money I’m calculating. Now, where were we? You’re always interrupting me!”

“Seven million for Bordeaux.”

“Ah! yes; that’s right.”

In Madrid, there are four million at stake. Let me be clear about whom this money really belongs to, Bernouin, especially since everyone foolishly assumes that I am rich beyond measure. I reject that ridiculous idea. A minister, after all, owns nothing truly for himself. Let’s go on. General revenues add up to seven million, and properties total nine million.

“Have you written that down, Bernouin?”

“Yes, monseigneur.”

“The Bourse shows six hundred thousand livres; various properties total two million. Ah! I nearly forgot—the furniture from the various châteaux—”

“Should I include the crown?” Bernouin asked.

“No, no, that’s not needed; that goes without saying. Have you taken that down, Bernouin?”

“Yes, monseigneur.”

“And the ciphers?”

“They’re all lined up.”

“Add them up, Bernouin.”

“Thirty-nine million two hundred sixty thousand livres, monseigneur.”

“Ah!” the cardinal exclaimed, frustration in his voice. “We’re still not at forty million!”

Bernouin tried the addition again. “No, monseigneur; we’re short by seven hundred forty thousand livres.”

Mazarin asked for the account and examined it closely.

“Yes, but,” Bernouin replied, “thirty-nine million two hundred sixty thousand livres is quite a sum.”

“Ah, Bernouin, I wish the king had it.”

“Your eminence did say this money belongs to His Majesty.”

“Exactly, as clear as day. But these thirty-nine million are already allocated, and there’s even more beyond that.”

Bernouin smiled his usual way—like a man who believes only what he wants—as he prepared the cardinal’s night drink and adjusted his pillow.

“Oh!” Mazarin cried once the valet left, “not yet forty million! I must reach that goal that I set for myself. But who knows if I’ll have time? I feel myself fading, slipping away; maybe I’ll never reach it!”

“And yet, who can say? Maybe there are two or three million in the pockets of my good friends, the Spaniards. They discovered Peru, after all, and—what the devil! They must have something left.”

As he spoke, completely caught up in his calculations and for a moment forgetting about his gout, Mazarin was lost in what, for him, was the all-consuming concern. Suddenly, Bernouin burst into the room, looking alarmed.

“Well?” the cardinal asked, “What is it this time?”

“The king, monseigneur—the king!”

“What? The king?” Mazarin exclaimed, quickly hiding his papers. “The king is here? At this hour?”

“I thought he was already in bed. What’s going on?”

The king caught the cardinal’s worried words and saw him get up in alarm just as he entered the room.

“It’s nothing, Monsieur le Cardinal, or at least nothing for you to worry about. I have an important matter to communicate to your eminence tonight—that’s all.”

Mazarin immediately remembered the king’s interest in his remarks about Mademoiselle de Mancini, and he suspected the subject was related. Instantly, he became composed and put on his most charming manner, a change that greatly reassured the king. Once Louis was seated, Mazarin said, “Sire, I would certainly rise to hear your majesty, but the pain I am in—”

“No need for formality between us, my dear Monsieur le Cardinal,” Louis replied warmly. “I am your pupil, not the king, as you well know. Tonight, I come to you as a petitioner, humble and hoping to be kindly received.”

Seeing the king’s flushed cheeks, Mazarin felt confident in his guess—that the matter was one of the heart. This time, though, his sharp political instincts misled him; the king’s color was not due to youthful shyness but the sting of royal pride.

Like a caring uncle, Mazarin wanted to inspire trust. “Speak, sire,” he urged. “Since your majesty is willing, even if just for now, to forget that I am your subject and call me your master and teacher, I promise to devote my care to you.”

“Thank you, Monsieur le Cardinal,” the king replied. “What I wish to ask of your eminence concerns not myself.”

“That’s unfortunate!” the cardinal retorted, his voice tinged with worry. “Sire, I would prefer you to ask me something important, even a great sacrifice. Whatever it is, I’m ready to ease your heart by granting it, my dear sire.”

“Well, this is the reason I’m here,” the king said, his heart beating in time with the minister’s own. “I have just had a visit from my brother, the King of England.”

Mazarin jolted in bed as if shocked, his surprise quickly turning to visible displeasure and a flash of anger across his face. Even Louis XIV, not yet experienced as a diplomat, could tell the minister had hoped for different news.

“Charles II.?” Mazarin exclaimed, his voice hoarse and his lips curled in disdain. “You’ve received a visit from Charles II.?”

“From King Charles II.,” Louis replied, purposely using the title that Mazarin had neglected.

“Yes, Monsieur le Cardinal, that unfortunate prince has truly moved me with the story of his misfortunes. His distress is deep, and as someone who has seen my own throne threatened and was forced to flee my capital during chaos—as someone who knows what disaster is—I cannot bear to leave a deposed, wandering brother without assistance.”

“Eh!” the cardinal burst out. “Why did he not, like you, have a Jules Mazarin at his side? His crown would have stayed on his head.”

“I know very well what my family owes to your eminence,” the king replied haughtily. “And you can be sure I will never forget it. It is exactly because my brother, the King of England, lacks that powerful protector who saved me that I ask your help. I beg you to support him, knowing full well, Monsieur le Cardinal, that your help alone could restore the crown lost at his father’s scaffold.”

“Sire,” Mazarin said, “I value your trust, but we have no business over there. They are madmen who deny God and behead kings. They are dangerous, sire, stained with royal blood and murder. That sort of policy is not for me—I scorn and reject it.”

“Then you should help set a better policy.”

“And what policy do you have in mind?”

“The restoration of Charles II., for example.”

“Heavens!” Mazarin cried. “Does the poor prince truly entertain such hopes?”

“Yes, he does,” the young king admitted, growing discouraged at the obstacles he could see in the minister’s sharp glance. “He only asks for a million to pursue his goal.”

“Is that all—a mere million, if you please!” the cardinal answered, his tone full of irony as he slipped into his Italian accent.

“A little million, if you please, brother! Bah! A family of beggars!”

“Cardinal,” Louis replied, lifting his head, “that family of beggars is my own.”

“You are rich enough to give millions to others, sire? Do you have those millions to spare?”

“Oh!” Louis XIV. exclaimed, a flicker of pain on his face though he soon composed himself. “Yes, monsieur le cardinal, I know I am poor. Yet the crown of France is worth a million, and for a good deed, I would pledge my crown if need be. I could find Jews who would lend me a million.”

“So, sire, you want a million?” Mazarin asked.

“Yes, monsieur, I do.”

“You are very much mistaken, sire; you want a great deal more than that—Bernouin!—you will soon see how much you truly want.”

“What, cardinal!” the king cried, “are you really going to bring a servant into my affairs?”

“Bernouin!” the cardinal called again, ignoring the young prince’s annoyance. “Come here, Bernouin, and tell me the figures I just gave you.”

“Cardinal, cardinal! Did you not hear me?” Louis said, his face growing pale with anger.

“Don’t be upset, sire; I conduct your affairs with complete openness. All France knows that; my records are perfectly clear. What did I ask you to do just now, Bernouin?”

“Your eminence instructed me to calculate an account.”

“And you did so?”

“Yes, monseigneur.”

“To confirm the amount his majesty presently requires.”

“Did I not tell you that? Be frank with me, my friend.”

“Your eminence did say so.”

“Well, what amount did I request?”

“Forty-five million, I believe.”

“And after we’d gathered all possible funds, how much could we muster?”

“Thirty-nine million two hundred sixty thousand.”

“That’s correct, Bernouin; that’s all I needed. You may go,” the cardinal said, fixing his sharp eyes on the young king, who sat in shocked silence.

“However—” the king stammered.

“What, do you still doubt, sire?” the cardinal replied. “Here is proof of what I told you.”

With that, Mazarin pulled a paper covered in figures from beneath his pillow and handed it to the king, who turned away, overwhelmed with frustration.

“So, since you desire a million, sire, and that amount isn’t accounted for here, you actually need forty-six million. I doubt any Jews in the world would lend such a sum, not even for the crown of France.”

The king, hands clenched beneath his ruffles, moved his chair back. “So it must be!” he exclaimed. “My brother, the king of England, will have to starve.”

“Sire,” Mazarin said calmly, “remember this proverb, which is a sound policy: ‘Rejoice in your poverty when your neighbor is equally poor.’”

Louis pondered this for a moment, glancing curiously at the paper, which was still partly tucked under the pillow. “So, it’s impossible to meet my request for funds, is it, my lord cardinal?”

“Quite impossible, sire.”

“Remember, this will give me a future enemy if he recovers his crown without my support.”

“If that’s your only worry, you can rest easy,” Mazarin said eagerly.

“Very well, I won’t press the matter,” said Louis XIV.

“Have I convinced you, sire?” he asked, placing his hand over the king’s.

“Perfectly.”

“If there is anything else you want, sire, I would be delighted to grant it, having refused this.”

“Anything else, monsieur?”

“Yes; am I not entirely devoted to your majesty? Hola! Bernouin!—bring lights and the guards for his majesty! He is returning to his chambers.”

“Not just yet, monsieur: since you offer your goodwill, I intend to take you up on it.”

“For yourself, sire?” the cardinal asked, hoping at last his niece might be mentioned.

“No, monsieur, not for myself,” Louis replied, “but for my brother Charles.”

Mazarin’s brow darkened once more, and he muttered a few words the king could not catch.

# Chapter XI: Mazarin’s Policy

Instead of the hesitation that had marked his approach to the cardinal just a quarter of an hour earlier, the young king's eyes now reflected a determined will—a force that might be resisted, but could still be suppressed by its own weakness. Yet, like a wound engraved deep in the heart, it would forever carry the memory of its defeat.

“This time, my lord cardinal, we are dealing with something much easier to obtain than a million.”

“Do you really believe that, sire?” Mazarin replied, studying the king with a sharp gaze that seemed to look straight into his soul.

“Yes, I do. And once you understand the nature of my request—”

“Do you think I am unaware of it, sire?”

“Are you truly aware of what I’m about to ask?”

“Listen, sire; these are King Charles’s very words—”

“Oh, that’s impossible!”

“Listen closely. ‘And if that miserly, beggarly Italian,’ he said—”

“My lord cardinal!”

“That’s the spirit of it, if not the exact words. Ah!

"Good heavens! I hold no grudge against him for that; all of us are ruled by our passions. He said to you, 'If that despicable Italian refuses the million we ask for, sire—if, lacking funds, we are forced to give up diplomacy—then we’ll ask him to allow us five hundred gentlemen.'"

The king flinched, realizing that the cardinal had only been wrong about the number. "Is that not correct, sire?" the minister exclaimed, his voice laced with triumph. "Then he added some fine words: 'I have friends across the channel, and these friends only need a leader and a standard. When they see me, when they see France’s banner, they’ll rally around me, knowing I have your support.'"

The colors of the French uniform will mean as much to me as the million M. de Mazarin refuses us," he declared, certain I would deny him the sum. "I shall conquer with these five hundred gentlemen, sire, and all the glory will be yours." That was the general sense of his words—simple things dressed up with metaphors and grand phrases, for eloquence runs in the family! Even his father spoke with flair, even on the scaffold.

Louis felt his brow flush with shame. Hearing his brother spoken of so, especially in front of someone to whom even his mother bowed, seemed beneath him. He struggled, then found his courage. "But, my lord cardinal," he interjected, "it’s not five hundred men; it’s only two hundred."

"Well, you see, I foresaw what he would ask," Mazarin replied.

"I never doubted your foresight, which is why I thought you would grant my brother Charles this small favor—so simple to accomplish, whether in his name or mine, my lord cardinal."

"Sire," Mazarin said, "I have been a student of policy for thirty years—first under M. Cardinal Richelieu, then on my own. That policy hasn’t always been entirely honest, I’ll admit, but it’s always been skillful. What’s being asked of Your Majesty, however, is both dishonest and unskillful."

“Dishonest, monsieur!”

"Sire, you signed a treaty with Cromwell."

"Yes, and in that very treaty, Cromwell put his name above mine."

"Why did you put your signature below his, sire? Cromwell seized the best place, as was his way. So, I return to M. Cromwell."

"You have a treaty with him—meaning with England—because when you signed, M. Cromwell was England."

"M. Cromwell is dead."

"Are you certain of that, sire?"

"Without a doubt. His son Richard succeeded him and has since abdicated."

"Exactly. Richard inherited on his father’s death, and with Richard’s abdication, England took over again. The treaty is part of that inheritance, whether it rests with M. Richard or with England itself."

The treaty remains as strong and valid as ever. Why try to evade it, sire? What’s changed? Charles asks today for what we refused to give him ten years ago, but that was foreseen and prepared for. You are the ally of England, not of Charles II. From a family point of view, perhaps it was not wise to sign a treaty with the man who executed the king, your father’s brother-in-law, and to ally yourself with a parliament called by some ‘the Rump Parliament.’ I grant that was undignified, but politically, it was shrewd. That treaty spared your majesty, still a minor then, the weight and dangers of foreign war—one that the Fronde, you’ll remember, could have made deadly.”

The young king dropped his eyes at the mention of the Fronde.

So, I am showing your Majesty that to change our plans now, without informing our allies, would be both unwise and dishonest. We would be waging war as aggressors and would deserve the war we started. It would seem as if we feared war and at the same time provoked it. A permission given to five hundred men, or to two hundred, or to fifty, or even to ten, is still a permission. One Frenchman stands for the nation; one uniform stands for the army. Imagine, sire, if you found yourself at war with Holland, as you surely will sooner or later, or with Spain, which may happen if your marriage ends badly.” (Mazarin gave the king a scrutinizing look.) “There are endless reasons why your marriage could fail. Would you accept England sending a regiment, a company, or even a troop of English gentlemen to the United Provinces or Spain? Would you say they were holding to the terms of your alliance?”

Louis listened, astonished that Mazarin, mastermind of so many political maneuvers—those Mazarinades—would now appeal to honor and good faith.

“And yet,” said the king, “without a formal order from me, I cannot stop gentlemen from my kingdom from crossing to England if they choose to go.”

“You must have them brought back, sire, or at the very least, you must officially protest their presence as enemies in an allied nation.”

“But still, my lord cardinal, since you are so wise, see if you cannot find a way to help this unfortunate king without compromising our commitments.”

“And that is exactly what I refuse to do, my dear sire,” Mazarin replied.

“If England acted in my interests alone, she couldn’t do more than she does now; if I directed England’s policy from this very spot, I would not change a thing. As it is, England is a source of one conflict after another for all of Europe. Holland supports Charles II.—let them; let them quarrel and fight. Let their navies sink each other; we can build a fleet from the wreckage, saving our money for nails.”

“Oh, monsieur le cardinal, how petty and trivial all this sounds!”

“Yes, but it’s the truth, sire; you must admit it. And suppose, for argument's sake, I agreed to break your word and abandon the treaty—a thing that sometimes happens, when a great interest is at stake or the treaty becomes too heavy. Very well, you authorize the engagement requested of you: France—her flag, which amounts to the same—crosses the Channel and goes to war; France is beaten.”

“Why so?”

“Ma foi!

"We have a very vague cause to fight for with this Charles II.! Worcester has taught us that much."

"But he won't have to deal with Cromwell again, monsieur."

"True, but he will have to face Monk, who is just as dangerous. That brave brewer was a visionary—he was sometimes lifted by his own enthusiasm, so his thoughts overflowed, and you could glimpse the substance of his plans through the cracks; Cromwell, more than once, has given us—"

# Chapter XIII: Mary de Mancini

The sun had just begun to cast its first rays on the majestic trees of the park and the soaring turrets of the castle when the young king, already awake for more than two hours, restless from lack of sleep caused by love, opened his shutters and looked out into the quiet palace courts. He saw it was the appointed hour: the grand clock in the courtyard showed a quarter past four. Rather than call his valet de chambre, who slept soundly nearby, he dressed himself. At the noise, the valet jumped up, anxious that he had failed in his duties, but the king reassured him and ordered total silence. Louis then went down the narrow stairs, slipped out a side entrance, and saw a mounted horseman at the end of the wall holding another horse by the bridle. The man was cloaked, his hat pulled low, making him impossible to recognize. The saddled horse looked as ordinary as any wealthy citizen’s, giving nothing away. Louis took the bridle, the officer held the stirrup without dismounting, and quietly asked the king for his orders. “Follow me,” the king said.

The officer rode at an easy trot behind his master as they headed down the hill toward the bridge. Once on the other side of the Loire, the king spoke.

“Monsieur,” he said, “please ride ahead until you see a carriage approaching. Then come back and let me know. I will wait here.”

“Sire, can you describe the carriage?” asked the officer.

“It will be carrying two ladies, likely with their attendants,” answered the king.

“Sire, I would rather not make a mistake. Some other sign?”

“It will probably display the arms of monsieur le cardinal.”

“That is enough, sire,” said the officer, fully briefed. He galloped off rapidly as the king indicated. He had barely covered five hundred paces when he saw four mules harnessed together, pulling a carriage up from behind a small hill, with another carriage close behind.

A single glance told him these were the carriages he was looking for. He turned his horse back to the king. “Sire,” he reported, “they’re in sight. The first carriage, as you said, has two ladies and their maids; the second has the footmen, provisions, and luggage.”

“Very good,” said the king, with an edge of agitation in his voice. “Now go and ask the ladies if a courtier may speak to them in private.”

Off went the officer at full tilt. “Mordioux!” he said to himself, “This is an adventure at last! I may be a nobody, but as the king’s confidant, that is enough to make any musketeer stand tall.”

He approached the carriage and delivered his message with equal wit and courtesy. Inside were two ladies: one beautiful, though a bit thin; the other less classically pretty but spirited and graceful, her delicate features showing a determined character. Her lively eyes spoke more deeply than any fashionable phrase. It was to her that D’Artagnan addressed his words, confident she would understand.

“Madame,” he said, “I am the lieutenant of the musketeers. There is a horseman up ahead who would like to pay his respects.”

At these words, which he watched for effect, the lady with the dark eyes gasped in delight. She leaned from the window, saw the approaching rider, and reached out her arms, crying, “Ah, my dear sire!” Tears ran down her cheeks. The coachman stopped at once, and both women rose in confusion. The second lady gave a quick curtsy, a sardonic smile twisting her lips with the jealousy only a rival can feel.

“Marie, dear Marie,” the king cried, taking the hand of the black-eyed lady in both his own. He swung open the heavy carriage door and pulled her to him so eagerly that she landed in his arms before touching the ground. The lieutenant, stationed on the other side of the carriage, observed but was unnoticed.

The king offered his arm to Mademoiselle de Mancini and signaled for the coachman and footmen to go on. It was almost six o’clock. The road was fresh and welcoming. Tall trees, their leaves still wrapped in spring gold, let the morning dew drip from their trembling branches like liquid diamonds. Grasses grew at the hedges’ feet; swallows, just returned, darted between sky and stream. A gentle wind, full of forest scent, sighed along the road and lightly ruffled the river.

All the beauties of morning—the colors, the scents, the earth’s longing for the sky—swept the two lovers up as they walked side by side, close together, eyes meeting, hands clasped. They lingered, each wishing to speak but lost for words. The officer noticed that the king’s wandering horse was bothering Mademoiselle de Mancini.

He used the opportunity of minding the horses to get closer, leading them as he walked, determined not to miss a gesture or a word. It was Mademoiselle de Mancini who spoke first. “Ah, my dear sire!” she said, “You didn't forsake me, then?”

“No, Marie,” the king replied. “You see, I have not.”

“So many people told me that the minute we were parted, you would forget me.”

“Dear Marie, is it only now you realize we are surrounded by people who want to deceive us?”

“But, sire, this journey; this Spanish alliance? They want to marry you!”

Louis looked away. Just then, the officer saw Marie de Mancini’s eyes flash in the sunlight: keen and clear as a drawn blade. “And you have done nothing to defend our happiness?” she asked after a brief pause.

“Ah, mademoiselle, how can you think so? I threw myself at my mother’s feet—begging, pleading. I revealed to her all my hopes and dreams; I even threatened—”

“Well?” Marie pressed him.

“Well, the queen-mother wrote to Rome and received an answer saying our marriage would be invalid, annulled by the Pope. At last, seeing no hope, I only asked for my marriage to the Infanta to be postponed.”

“And still you go now to meet her?”

“What choice do I have? I begged, pleaded, wept. All I was told in return were reasons of state.”

“Well, then?”

“What can I do, mademoiselle, when everything opposes me?”

Now it was Marie’s turn to look down.

“Then I must bid you farewell forever,” she said. “You know I am exiled; you know I’m sent to a living grave; you know they mean to marry me off as well.”

Louis turned pale and put his hand to his heart. “If only my own life was at risk, I might have given in, after all my pain. But I thought of yours, my dear, and I held out, trying to keep you safe.”

“Oh, yes! My happiness, my treasure!” the king murmured—perhaps from gallantry more than love. “The cardinal would have yielded,” Marie went on, “if you had pressed him, insisted. To call the King of France his nephew! Don’t you see, sire? He would have fought a war for that honor. The cardinal, certain he could govern alone, could have relied on having both raised the king and married him to his niece. He would have fought everyone—and won. Oh, sire! I assure you of it; we women know matters of the heart.”

Her argument had a strange effect on the king—it dimmed instead of firing his passion. He stopped and said hastily, “What is there to say, mademoiselle? Everything has failed.”

“Except your will, I hope, my dear sire?”

“Alas!” said the king, blushing. “Do I even have a will?”

“Oh!” Mademoiselle de Mancini sighed, wounded to the heart. “The king has no will beyond what policy decrees, what others demand.”

“It’s because you have no love,” said Mary. “If you loved, sire, you would have a will of your own.”

As she spoke, Mary looked up and saw how pale and lost he seemed—like an exile leaving home for good. “Blame me if you like,” the king murmured, “but don’t say I don’t love you.”

There was a long, heavy silence, full of his genuine and deep emotion.

“I cannot bear the thought that tomorrow and ever after I will not see you again; that I will finish my sad days far from Paris; that the lips of a stranger, an old man, will touch the hand you now press to yours. No. Truly, my dear, I can hardly think of all that without feeling my heart break.”

And Marie de Mancini wept, her tears streaming down her face.

The king, deeply moved, pressed his handkerchief to his mouth to hide a sob.

“Look,” she said, “the carriages have stopped. My sister waits for me; the hour has come. Whatever you choose now will decide our fates. Oh, sire! Can you truly let me go? Will you really, Louis, let the woman you declared, ‘I love you,’ belong to another, not her king, her master, her lover? Oh! Courage, Louis! Courage! Just one word, only one! Say ‘I will!’ and my whole life, my heart, is yours forever.”

The king was silent. Mary looked at him with fierce scorn, like Dido watching Aeneas in the Elysian fields. “Farewell, then,” she said. “Farewell, life! Love! Heaven!”

She stepped back, but the king kept her hand, pressing it to his lips. He was finally overcome, and one burning tear of regret fell on her delicate hand—startling Mary, as if it burned her. She met the king’s tearful eyes, his pale brow, his trembling lips, and cried out with an inexpressible feeling,

“Oh, sire! You are a king, and yet you weep as I leave!”

In reply, the king hid his face in his handkerchief. At that, the officer let out a cry that startled the horses.

Mademoiselle de Mancini, indignant, withdrew her arm from the king’s and hurried to the carriage, calling, “Go on, go on—quickly!”

The coachman obeyed, the mules straining, the heavy coach swaying on its axles. The king of France stood alone, dejected and broken, unable to look back or look ahead.





Chapter XIV: In Which the King and the Lieutenant Each Give Proofs of Memory

After watching his mistress’s carriage disappear into the distance, the king, like anyone in love, turned around repeatedly, unable to help himself, until finally he managed to calm the turmoil in his heart and mind. Only then did he remember he was not alone. The officer still held his horse by the bridle, hoping the king would recover his composure. The option of mounting and riding after the carriage was still open to them; waiting a bit longer wouldn’t cost anything.

The lieutenant of the musketeers had an imagination and spirit far livelier than the king’s, who wisely refrained from such extravagance. He approached the officer with a heavy heart and said, “Come, let us be off; all is ended. To horse!”

The officer, mirroring the king’s demeanor—matching his slowness and sadness—mounted his horse with deliberate care. The king pressed his horse forward eagerly, while the lieutenant followed at a more measured pace. As they reached the bridge, Louis turned for one last look. The lieutenant, patient as if time stretched endlessly before and behind him, still clung to a faint hope for a rekindling of the king’s energy.

But this hope was unfounded; nothing changed. Louis continued down the street toward the castle, arriving just as the clock struck seven. When the king returned, the musketeer—ever watchful—noticed the corner of a tapestry over the cardinal’s window lift slightly. He sighed deeply, as though freed from the tightest restraints, and murmured softly:

“Well then, my officer, I hope this is the end of it.”

The king called for his gentleman. “Let it be known that I will see no one before two o’clock,” he said.

“Sire,” the gentleman replied, “there is, however, someone requesting to see you.”

“Who?”

“Your lieutenant of musketeers.”

“The one who accompanied me?”

“Yes, sire.”

“Ah,” said the king, “let him come in.”

The officer entered, and the king motioned for the gentleman and the valet to leave.

Louis watched them until the door closed behind them. As the tapestries settled, he said, “Your presence, monsieur, reminds me of something I had meant to emphasize: the utmost discretion.”

“Oh, sire, why trouble yourself with such a reminder? Clearly, you do not know me well.”

“Yes, monsieur, that is true. I know you to be discreet; still, since I had not explicitly mentioned it—”

The officer bowed. “Does your majesty have anything else to say to me?”

“No, monsieur; you may take your leave.”

“May I request permission to remain until I have spoken with the king, sire?”

“What is it you wish to discuss? Please, explain yourself, monsieur.”

“Sire, it may seem trivial to you, but it is of great importance to me.”

“Forgive me for bringing it up. If it were not urgent or necessary, I would not have spoken, and I would have faded away, silent and insignificant, as I always have.”

“Faded away? I don’t understand you, monsieur.”

“Your Majesty,” the officer replied, “I have come to request my discharge from your service.”

The king raised an eyebrow in surprise, but the officer remained as motionless as a statue. “Your discharge—yours, monsieur? And for how long do you request it, may I ask?”

“Forever, sire.”

“What? You wish to leave my service, monsieur?” Louis asked, his expression showing more than mere surprise.

“Sire, I regret to say that I must.”

“Impossible!”

“Yet it is true, sire. I am growing old; I have worn this harness for thirty-five years. My weary shoulders can no longer bear the load. I feel it’s time to make way for the younger generation. I do not belong to this era any longer; I still have one foot in the past, and so everything now feels strange—everything surprises and bewilders me. In short, I respectfully request your majesty to grant me my discharge.”

“Monsieur,” said the king, observing the officer, who wore his uniform with a grace to make any young man envious, “you are stronger and more vigorous than I am.”

“Oh!” replied the officer, pretending modesty, “your majesty says that because I still have a keen eye and a steady step—because I can still ride and my mustache is still dark. But, sire, it’s all vanity—mere illusion—smoke and mirrors! I may look young, but I feel old, and I am certain that within six months I’ll be incapacitated, gout-ridden, and useless. Therefore, sire—”

“Monsieur,” interrupted the king, “remember what you said yesterday.”

“You told me here, in this very spot, that you had the best health of any man in France; that fatigue was unknown to you! You boasted you could spend entire days and nights at your post without the slightest weariness. Did you say that, monsieur, or not? Try to recall, monsieur.”

The officer sighed. “Sire,” he answered, “old age likes to boast; it’s natural for the old to praise themselves when no one else will. I may well have said those things, but in truth, sire, I am very tired and request your permission to retire.”

“Monsieur,” the king said, stepping closer to him with authority, “you are not telling me the real reason. You want to leave my service, and while that may be so, you’re concealing your true motive.”

“Sire, you must believe—”

“I believe what I see, monsieur. I see a vigorous, energetic man, full of ability—perhaps the finest soldier in France. That man cannot persuade me he needs rest.”

“Ah, sire,” the lieutenant replied bitterly, “what flattery! Truly, your majesty overwhelms me! Energetic, vigorous, brave, intelligent—the best soldier in the army! But, sire, you overstate my modest qualities so much that, despite my self-esteem, I barely recognize myself in your words. Truly, I do not. If I were vain enough to believe even half, I would see myself as invaluable and indispensable.”

“I must say, a servant with such remarkable qualities is a treasure beyond price. Yet, sire, I have felt throughout my life—except this very moment—that I’ve been undervalued. So, let me repeat: your majesty is exaggerating.”

The king frowned, picking up on the bitterness beneath his tone. “Come now, monsieur,” he said, “let’s be frank. Are you dissatisfied with my service? No evasions; speak plainly—I command you.”

The officer, who had been nervously twisting his hat in his hands for some time, finally looked up at the king’s urging.

“Oh, sire,” he said, “that makes things easier. Since you ask so directly, I will answer directly. The truth is valuable, not only for the relief it brings but for its rarity. So I will share the truth with my king, while begging forgiveness for the candor of an old soldier.”

Louis looked at his officer with a mixture of anxiety, his gestures betraying his agitation. “Well, speak,” he urged, “for I wish to hear the truths you have to tell.”

The officer tossed his hat onto a table, his expression—usually alert and martial—suddenly taking on a noble and solemn dignity.

“Sire,” he began, “I have decided to leave your service because I am dissatisfied. In these days, even a valet can approach his master with the same respect I give you. He can account for his labor, return his tools, give back the funds entrusted to him, and say, ‘Master, my work is done. Please pay me, and let us part.’”

“Monsieur! Monsieur!” the king cried, his face flushing red with anger.

“Ah, sire,” the officer replied, kneeling for a moment, “never has a servant shown more respect than I do before your majesty; but you ordered me to speak the truth.”

“Now that I’ve begun, I must continue, even if you should order silence.”

The determination etched on the officer’s face gave Louis XIV no need to urge him on, so he pressed forward, while the king regarded him with a mix of curiosity and admiration. “Sire, I have served the house of France for thirty-five years; few have worn out so many swords in that time as I have—and they were fine swords, I assure you. I was a boy then, naive and full only of courage, when your father saw the man I would become. By the time Cardinal Richelieu—who truly knew men—recognized me as an adversary, I was already a man. The history of that rivalry between ant and lion can be found in your family’s secret archives, beginning to end.

If you ever feel inclined to learn of it, my lord, I encourage you to do so; the tale is worth the effort—I promise you that. In its pages, you’ll find the lion, weary and battered, at last calling for mercy—and receiving as much as he demanded. Ah, those were glorious times, my lord, filled with battles worthy of Tasso or Ariosto. Wonders we saw, things our contemporaries would not believe, yet they were daily events then. For five years running, I was hailed a hero—at least by those wise enough to judge me. And believe me, my lord, five years is a long time for heroism.

Still, I trust their judgment, for they included M. de Richelieu, M. de Buckingham, M. de Beaufort, and M. de Retz—a genius in street warfare. There was the king, Louis XIII., and even your noble mother, the queen, who once graciously said, ‘Thank you.’ I remain unsure for what service I was lucky enough to provide her.

“Pardon me, sire, for speaking so boldly; but as I already told your majesty, what I share now is history.” The king bit his lip and threw himself into a chair. “I seem to trouble your majesty,” said the lieutenant. “Ah, sire, so it is for truth—it is a harsh companion, bristling with steel, wounding those it meets, sometimes even the one who speaks it.”

“No, monsieur,” the king replied. “I commanded you to speak—so go on.”

“After serving the king and the cardinal, I then served the regency, sire. I fought bravely during the Fronde—if not as fiercely as before. The men lost their fire. Still, I have led your majesty’s musketeers on many dangerous occasions, which are recorded in the orders of the day for the company.”

At that time, I was lucky indeed. I had become M. de Mazarin’s favorite. Lieutenant here! Lieutenant there! Lieutenant to the right! Lieutenant, to the left! I have attended every banquet in France, but soon, France itself felt too




Chapter XVI: “Remember!”

A horseman raced down the road toward Blois, which he had left nearly half an hour earlier. As he passed the two travelers, he tipped his hat in a brief gesture of acknowledgment, despite his evident haste. The king barely noticed the young man, who appeared to be about twenty-five years old. The rider looked back several times, waving friendly signs to an older man standing at the gate of a charming house—white and red, built of brick and stone, with a slate roof—located on the left side of the road the prince was following.

This older man was tall and thin, with white hair, and he returned the young man’s farewell signals with gestures as tender as any father’s might be. The young horseman soon disappeared around the first curve in the tree-lined road, and the older man was turning back to the house when the two travelers caught his notice.

The king, as previously mentioned, rode with his head bowed and his arms relaxed, letting his horse find its own pace. Behind him, Parry had removed his hat to better enjoy the warmth of the sun, looking around with interest. His gaze met that of the old man leaning against the gate. The old man, as if startled by some peculiar sight, gasped and took a step toward the travelers. His eyes quickly moved from Parry to the king, pausing on him for just a moment. That fleeting moment left a visible impression on the tall old man’s features. When he recognized the younger traveler—and we emphasize “recognized,” as only complete recognition could explain his reaction—he clapped his hands together in respectful surprise. Lifting his hat, he bowed so deeply it looked as if he were kneeling.

Even though the king was deep in thought, this gesture immediately caught his eye. He reined in his horse and turned to Parry, exclaiming, “Good God, Parry, who is that man who greets me in such a distinct way? Do you believe he knows me?”

Parry, clearly shaken and pale, had already turned his horse toward the gate.

“Ah, sire!” he exclaimed, stopping abruptly a few steps from the old man, who was still bowing. “Sire, I’m truly astonished, for I believe I recognize this good man. Yes, it must be him! If your majesty permits, may I speak to him?”

“Certainly.”

“Is it really you, Monsieur Grimaud?” Parry asked.

“Yes, it is I,” replied the tall old man, straightening while remaining respectfully attentive.

“Sire,” Parry continued, “I was not mistaken. This worthy man is the servant of the Comte de la Fère, and if you remember, the Comte de la Fère is the gentleman I have mentioned so often that his name must live on not only in your memory but also in your heart.”

“He who aided my father in his final moments?” Charles asked, visibly moved by the memory.

“The same, sire.”

“Alas!” Charles exclaimed, then turned to Grimaud, whose sharp, thoughtful gaze seemed to read his mind. “My friend,” he said, “does your master, Monsieur le Comte de la Fère, live nearby?”

“There,” Grimaud answered, pointing to the white-and-red house behind the gate.

“Is Monsieur le Comte de la Fère at home?”

“In the back, under the chestnut trees.”

“Parry,” the king said, “I cannot let this precious opportunity go by without expressing my gratitude to a man whose devotion and generosity our family is so fortunate to have known. Hold my horse for me.” With that, he tossed the bridle to Grimaud and entered Athos’s home alone, as one equal might visit another’s house.

Thanks to Grimaud’s concise directions—“At the back, under the chestnut trees”—Charles walked past the house on his left and followed the indicated path. It was easy to find; the tops of the grand trees, already covered in leaves and blooms, dominated everything nearby. When he arrived in the dappled shade, where sunlight and shadow mingled on the ground, the young prince spotted a gentleman walking with his arms behind his back, seemingly lost in thought.

There was no doubt he had often heard this gentleman described, for Charles II walked straight up to him without hesitation. At the sound of footsteps, the Comte de la Fère lifted his head. Seeing an unfamiliar man of noble and refined appearance approach, he lifted his hat and waited. A few steps away, Charles II also removed his hat. Then, as if in response to the comte’s silent question, he said, “Monsieur le Comte, I come to repay a debt to you.”

“I have long carried a deep feeling of gratitude for you. I am Charles II, son of Charles Stuart, who once ruled England and met his end on the scaffold.”

At the sound of that famous name, Athos shivered. Yet, as he looked upon the young prince standing before him, bareheaded and reaching out his hand, two tears briefly clouded his keen gaze. He bowed respectfully, but the prince took his hand.

“See how unfortunate I am, my lord count; it’s just chance that brings us together. Alas! I should be surrounded by those I love and honor, yet I must cling to their memory and their names in my heart. If your servant had not recognized mine, I would have passed your door as if it belonged to a stranger.”

“That is quite true,” Athos replied, acknowledging the king’s words with both his voice and a respectful bow. “Indeed, your majesty has endured many hardships.”

“And the worst, alas,” Charles said, “may be yet to come.”

“Sire, let us keep hope alive.”

“Count, count,” said Charles, shaking his head, “I held out hope until last night, and I swear it was the hope of a good Christian.”

Athos looked at the king, questioning him with his eyes.

“Oh, the story is quickly told,” said Charles. “Outlawed, impoverished, despised, I resolved in spite of my own reluctance to tempt fate one last time. Isn’t it written above, for our family, that all fortune—good or bad—will always come from France? You know something of that, monsieur—you, who were among the Frenchmen my late father saw at the foot of his scaffold on the day of his death, after having found them by his side on the field of battle.”

“Sire,” Athos replied modestly, “I was not alone. My friends and I merely fulfilled our duty as gentlemen under such circumstances, that is all. Your majesty was about to honor me by recounting—”

“That’s right. I had the protection—pardon my hesitation, Count; as a Stuart, you understand, and you know why it’s hard to say—I had, I repeat, the protection of my cousin, the stadtholder of Holland. But if not for the intervention, or at least the approval, of France, the stadtholder would not have acted.” I came to win the French king’s support, but he has denied it.”

“The king has refused, sire!”

“Oh, not him; all justice must be given to my younger brother Louis. But Monsieur de Mazarin—”

Athos bit his lip.

“Perhaps you think I should have foreseen this refusal?” the king asked, noticing Athos’s reaction.

“That is what I thought, sire,” Athos answered respectfully. “I know that Italian all too well.”

“Then I decided to face the truth and see what awaited me. I told my brother Louis that, so I wouldn’t embarrass either France or Holland, I would take risks as I had done before, with two hundred gentlemen if he would grant them; and a million, if he could lend it to me.”

“Well, sire?”

“Well, monsieur, I am now experiencing something strange: the relief that comes with despair. Certain spirits—mine is one—find a strange satisfaction in the knowledge that all is lost and it’s time to give up.”

“Oh, I hope,” Athos said, “that your majesty has not truly reached that point.”

“To say so, my dear count, hoping to renew my hope, you must have misunderstood. I came to Blois hoping for a million from my brother Louis, in order to restore my fortunes, and my brother Louis has refused.”

“Now you see, everything is truly lost.”

“Would your Majesty allow me to express a different opinion?”

“What do you mean, Count? Do you think my heart is too weak to bear my own situation?”

“Sire, I have always believed that in the most desperate situations, great reversals can happen.”

“Thank you, Count. It is comforting to find a heart like yours—one that trusts enough in God and in the monarchy never to give up hope for royal fortune, no matter how far it may have sunk. Unfortunately, my dear count, your words remind me of so-called ‘sovereign’ remedies that only cure wounds or illnesses that still have hope but fail against death itself. I thank you for your comfort and unwavering loyalty, but I know where to place my trust—there is no saving me now. See, my friend, I was so sure of my fate that I was getting ready for exile with old Parry; I was ready to retire to the retreat offered in Holland, where I could forget my pain. There, believe me, Count, it will all be over soon, and death will come quickly; often it is summoned by the body worn out by sorrow, and by the soul eager for heaven.”

“Your Majesty has a mother, a sister, and brothers. You are the head of your family and should, therefore, request from God a long life, not a quick death.”

“Your Majesty is an exile, a fugitive, yet you have justice on your side. Seek out battle, confront danger, and take action, rather than seeking comfort only in heaven.”

“Count,” replied Charles II, a sad but gentle smile on his lips, “have you ever heard of a king who reclaimed his kingdom with just one servant—old as Parry is—and three hundred crowns carried in that servant’s purse?”

“No, sire; but I have heard—more than once—of a dethroned king regaining his realm through sheer willpower, perseverance, a few loyal friends, and a wisely used million.”

“But you are mistaken—I asked my brother Louis for a million, and he refused me.”

“Sire,” Athos said, “may I ask for a few moments of your patience? I’d like you to listen carefully to what I have to say.”

Charles II studied Athos intently.

“Certainly, monsieur,” he said.

Athos then beckoned the king to follow him, leading him into the house. He directed Charles to his study and invited him to sit.

“Sire,” he began, “your majesty just admitted that, in England’s current state, a million would be enough to reclaim your kingdom.”

“To attempt it, at least, monsieur; and to die as a king if I fail.”

“In that case, sire, I ask you to keep the promise you made to me and listen to what I have to tell you.”

Charles nodded in agreement. Athos went to the door, slid the bolts after making sure no one was near, and returned.

“Sire,” he continued, “you kindly remember that I was present with the noble and unfortunate Charles I when they led him from St. James’s to Whitehall for execution.”

“Yes, I do remember, and I always will.”

“Sire, it’s a dark tale for a son who has likely heard it too many times; but I must tell it now, without skipping a single detail.”

“Go on, monsieur.”

“When your father stepped onto the scaffold—or rather, when he crossed from his chamber to the scaffold, level with his window—everything was set for his escape. The executioner was hidden; a hole had been cut under the floor of his chamber; I was waiting beneath the vault, and I felt the floor creak beneath his footsteps.”

“Parry has told me all these horrors, monsieur.”

Athos bowed and continued, “But there is something he never told you, sire, for what follows was a private matter between God, your father, and myself; I have never shared it, not even with my closest friends.”

“Step back a moment,” the royal prisoner told the executioner. “Only for a moment, and I know I’m yours. Just do not strike until I give the signal. I wish to pray in peace.”

“Forgive me,” Charles II said, his face turning pale. “But you, Count, who know so many details of that dreadful event—details, as you’ve said, never told to anyone—do you know the name of the wretch, that cowardly executioner who hid his face to murder a king and escape punishment?”

Athos’s appearance changed a bit. “His name?” he replied. “Yes, I know it, but I cannot tell you.”

“And what became of him? No one in England knows his fate.”

“He’s dead.”

“But he didn’t die in his bed; he didn’t have a peaceful or honest death?”

“He died violently, on a dreadful night, in a storm of human passion and the wrath of God. His body, stabbed by a dagger, was lost in the depths of the sea. May God forgive the one who killed him!”

“Then go on,” Charles II urged, sensing the count’s hesitation. “The King of England, after speaking to the masked executioner, added, ‘Remember, don’t strike until I stretch out my arms and say—REMEMBER!’”

“I know,” said Charles, trembling, “those were the last words of my unfortunate father.”

“But why, and for whom?”

“For the Frenchman beneath his scaffold.”

“For you, monsieur?”

“Yes, sire; every word he spoke to me through the boards of the scaffold, draped in black, still echoes in my ears. The king knelt on one knee: ‘Comte de la Fère,’ he called, ‘are you there?’ ‘Yes, sire,’ I replied. Then the king leaned down to the boards.”

Charles II, equally moved and sorrowful, leaned closer to Athos, anxious to catch every word from his lips. Their heads were almost touching.

“Then,” continued Athos, “the king leaned in. ‘Comte de la Fère,’ he said, ‘I could not be saved by you; it was not to be.’ I know I may be committing a sacrilege, but I must tell you. Yes, I have spoken to men—yes, I have spoken to God, and now I speak to you, my last confidant. In striving for a cause I believed holy, I have lost my fathers’ throne and my children’s inheritance.”

Charles II covered his face with his hands, a bitter tear slipping between his pale and slender fingers. “Yet I still have a million in gold,” the king continued. “I buried it in the vaults of Newcastle castle, just before I left that city.” He raised his head, his face shining with a mix of pain and joy that could have brought anyone who knew his story to tears.

“A million!” he whispered. “Oh, count!”

“You alone know this money exists. Use it when you judge it will most help my eldest son. And now, Comte de la Fère, bid me farewell!”

“Farewell, sire!” I cried.

Charles stood up and pressed his burning forehead against the window. “It was then,” continued Athos, “that the king spoke the word ‘REMEMBER!’ to me. You see, sire, I have remembered.”

The king couldn’t hide his feelings. Athos saw his shoulders shake and heard sobs coming from his overwhelmed heart. He chose to remain silent, overcome himself by the storm of sorrowful memories he had stirred in the royal son.

Charles II, with great effort, left the window, dried his tears, and sat beside Athos.

“Sire,” Athos said, “until today, I believed the time was not ripe to resort to our last option. But watching events in England, I saw the moment approaching. Tomorrow, I meant to find out where your majesty was before coming to you. And here you are, sire; your appearance is a sign God is with us.”

“My lord,” Charles replied, his voice thick with emotion, “you are to me as an angel from above—a savior come from my father’s own tomb. But believe me, after ten years of civil war in my land, after so much blood and ruin, it seems as unlikely that gold would remain buried in the earth as that love would remain in the hearts of my people.”

“Sire, I know exactly where your majesty’s treasure was hidden, and I’m certain it has not been discovered. After all, is the castle of Newcastle completely in ruins? Have they actually torn it apart stone by stone and uprooted the last tree?”

“No, it’s still standing. But at this moment, General Monk holds it and has established his camp there.”

“The only place where I could hope for help, with even a single resource, is in the hands of my enemies.”

“General Monk, sire, cannot have found the treasure I’m speaking of.”

“Yes, but can I really risk giving myself up to Monk, just to recover that treasure? Oh, Count, it’s clear I must accept my fate. I am knocked down each time I try to stand. What can I do, with only Parry as my servant, when Monk has already sent him away? No, no, Count, let us endure this final blow.”

“But what you cannot do, and what Parry cannot attempt, don’t you think I might be able to accomplish?”

“You—you, Count—you would go?”

“If your majesty wishes,” Athos said, bowing, “yes, sire, I would go.”

“What! You, so content here, Count?”

“I am never truly content when I have a duty left undone. It is my duty, given me by your father, to safeguard your fortunes and to use his money as it was meant to be used.”

“Your Majesty grants me a sign, and I will go with you.”

“Ah, monsieur!” said the king, momentarily forgetting all royal reserve as he embraced Athos. “You remind me there is a God in heaven who sometimes sends messengers to the suffering here on earth.”

Deeply moved by the young king’s emotion, Athos acknowledged his gratitude with great respect and turned toward the window. “Grimaud!” he called out, “bring out my horses.”

“What, now—right away?” the king exclaimed, surprised. “Ah, monsieur, you truly are an extraordinary man!”

“Sire,” Athos replied, “nothing is more urgent than your Majesty’s service. Besides,” he added with a smile, “I formed this habit long ago serving your aunt, the queen, and your father, the king. How could I break it now, just when your Majesty needs me?”

“What a man!” the king murmured. After a moment of reflection, he added, “But no, Count, I cannot ask you to endure such hardships.”

“I have no way of rewarding such service.”

“Oh!” Athos laughed. “Your Majesty is teasing; don’t you have a million? If only I had half that sum! I’d have raised a regiment already. But, thank God!”

“I have still a few rolls of gold and some family diamonds left. Your Majesty, I hope you will allow a loyal servant to share them with you.”

“With a friend—yes, Count, but only if that friend will share with me in the future!”

“Sire!” Athos exclaimed, opening a casket and revealing both gold and jewels. “See, sire, we’re rich enough. Lucky for us there are four of us, in case we meet any robbers on the road.”

Joy lit up Charles II’s face, color flushing his cheeks as he saw Athos’s two horses, led by Grimaud and now ready for the journey, approaching the porch. “Blaisois, deliver this letter to the Vicomte de Bragelonne. As for the rest of you, I am leaving for Paris. I put the house in your care, Blaisois.” Blaisois bowed, shook hands with Grimaud, and closed the gate behind him.




Chapter XVII: In which Aramis is Sought, and Only Bazin is Found

Barely two hours had passed since the master of the house had left for Paris, which Blaisois, the household chronicler, had witnessed, when a horseman on a striking pied horse stopped at the gate. With a loud “Hola!” he called out to the stable boys, who were gathered around Blaisois. This voice was evidently quite familiar to Master Blaisois, for he turned and exclaimed, “Monsieur d’Artagnan! Quick, lads, open the gate!”

A crowd of eight eager boys rushed to open the gate, swinging it wide as if it weighed nothing. They lavished attention on the arrival, well aware of the warm welcome their master reserved for this particular friend. The sharp eyes of the valet took note of such scenes.

“Ah!” said M. D’Artagnan, smiling pleasantly as he steadied himself in the stirrup and then jumped down. “Where is that dear count?” he asked.

“Ah, it is unfortunate for you, monsieur!” replied Blaisois. “And how unfortunate our master, Monsieur le Comte, will feel when he hears you have arrived! By unlucky chance, he left just two hours ago.”

D’Artagnan brushed off the news with a wave of his hand. “No matter! You always speak the best French; why not give me a lesson in grammar and style while I wait for your master to return?”

“That would be impossible, monsieur,” said Blaisois. “You would be waiting far too long.”

“He isn’t coming back today, then?”

“No, nor tomorrow, nor the day after. Monsieur le Comte has gone on a journey.”

“A journey!” D’Artagnan repeated in surprise. “Surely, you’re joking, Master Blaisois.”

“Monsieur, I am telling you nothing but the truth.”

Monsieur has honored me by placing the house in my care. He added, with a voice full of authority and kindness, “You may simply say I’ve gone to Paris.”

“Well!” cried D’Artagnan, “since he’s headed to Paris, that’s all I needed to know! You should have told me right away, you blockhead! So he’s two hours ahead of me?”

“Yes, monsieur.”

“I’ll catch up with him soon enough. Is he traveling alone?”

“No, monsieur.”

“Who is with him, then?”

“A gentleman I don’t know, an old man, and M. Grimaud.”

“With a party like that, they can’t move as quickly as I can. I’ll ride after them.”

“Will monsieur permit me a moment?” Blaisois asked




Chapter XVIII: In which D’Artagnan seeks Porthos, and only finds Mousqueton.

When D’Artagnan was completely convinced that the Vicar-General d’Herblay was truly absent—that his friend was nowhere to be found in Melun or the surrounding area—he left Bazin without another thought. He cast a disdainful glance at the magnificent Château de Vaux, which was already beginning to shine with a kind of splendor that would one day be its undoing. Tightening his lips with mistrust and suspicion, he urged his piebald horse forward, muttering, “Well, well! I still have Pierrefonds to count on, and there I’ll find the best man and the fullest coffers. That’s all I need, for I have my own plans.”

We will spare our readers the uneventful details of D’Artagnan’s journey, which ended on the morning of the third day, just within sight of Pierrefonds. He passed through Nanteuil-le-Haudouin and Crépy, and from afar, he saw the Castle of Louis of Orleans, now part of the crown domain and watched over by an old concierge. This castle was a remarkable medieval manor, with walls twenty feet thick and rising a hundred feet high.

D’Artagnan rode slowly by the chateau’s walls, carefully observing the towers before descending into the valley. From a distance, he looked at Porthos’s estate, lying beside a small lake and bordered by a magnificent forest. It was the same place we have already described to our readers, so we will only mention its name for now.

The first thing D’Artagnan noticed, after the splendid trees and the May sun casting gold over the green hills, was a large rolling box pushed by two servants and pulled by two others. Inside this box was a giant green-and-gold object, moving through the sun-dappled park. At first, it seemed impossible to identify and seemed to mean nothing; but as he approached, he saw it was a hogshead wrapped in gold-trimmed green cloth. On closer look, he realized it was not just an object, but a man—or rather, a figure whose lower half stretched inside the box. Then he recognized him: Mousqueton—Mousqueton, with gray hair and a face as red as Punchinello’s.

“Pardieu!” exclaimed D’Artagnan. “That’s my dear Monsieur Mousqueton!”

“Ah!” cried the stout man. “Ah! What happiness! What joy! There’s M. d’Artagnan! Stop, you rascals!” He aimed these last words at the lackeys pushing and pulling him.

The box stopped, and the four lackeys, moving as precisely as soldiers, removed their laced hats and lined up behind it. “Oh, Monsieur d’Artagnan!” cried Mousqueton, “why can’t I embrace your knees? But alas, I am powerless now, as you see.”

“Ah, my dear Mousqueton, that’s just age,” D’Artagnan said.

“No, monsieur, not age; it’s infirmities—troubles.”

“Troubles? You, Mousqueton?” D’Artagnan asked, circling the box. “Have you lost your mind, my friend? Thank God!”

“You’re as robust as a three-hundred-year-old oak.”

“Ah! But my legs, monsieur, my legs!” groaned the loyal servant. “What’s wrong with your legs?”

“Oh, they won’t carry me anymore!”

“Ah, those ungrateful legs! Yet you seem to nourish them well, Mousqueton.”

“Alas, yes! They cannot blame me for that,” Mousqueton replied with a sigh. “I have always done my best for my poor body; I am not selfish.” He sighed once more. “I wonder if Mousqueton also dreams of being a baron, he sighs so much?” D’Artagnan thought to himself.

“Mon Dieu, monsieur!” exclaimed Mousqueton, as if snapping out of a painful memory. “How pleased monseigneur will be to know you’ve thought of him!”

“Dear Porthos!” cried D’Artagnan. “I can’t wait to embrace him.”

“Oh!” Mousqueton said, visibly moved. “I’ll certainly write to him.”

“What!” D’Artagnan said. “You’ll write to him?”

“Today—right away; I won’t wait an hour.”

“Is he not here, then?”

“No, monsieur.”

“But is he close by? Far away?”

“Oh, how should I know, monsieur? How should I know?”

“Mordioux!” the musketeer shouted, stamping his foot. “How unlucky I am! Porthos never wants to leave his home!”

“Monsieur, no one is more of a homebody than monseigneur, but—”

“But what?”

“When a friend insists—”

“A friend?”

“Yes, the good M. d’Herblay.”

“What, Aramis persuaded Porthos?”

“Here’s what happened, Monsieur d’Artagnan. M. d’Herblay wrote to monseigneur—”

“Really?”

“A letter, monsieur, so urgent that it sent us all into a bustle.”

“Tell me everything, my good friend,” D’Artagnan said, “but first, have those people move back a bit.”

Mousqueton bellowed, “Fall back, you fellows!” with such force that the sound alone was enough to scatter the four lackeys. D’Artagnan sat on the edge of the box and opened his ears wide.

“Monsieur,” said Mousqueton, “Monseigneur received a letter from M. le Vicaire-General d’Herblay about eight or nine days ago; it was the day of the rustic pleasures—yes, it was Wednesday.”

“What do you mean by the day of rustic pleasures?” D’Artagnan asked.

“Yes, monsieur. We have so many pleasures in this charming country that we’re overwhelmed by them. In fact, we had to organize and schedule them.”

“How like Porthos to need order! That thought would never come to me, but then again, I’m not burdened by an overabundance of pleasures.”

“Indeed, we had too many,” Mousqueton replied. “And how did you manage to organize them? I’m curious.”

“It’s a bit of a long explanation, monsieur.”

“No matter; we have plenty of time. Besides, you speak so well, my dear Mousqueton, it’s truly a pleasure to listen.”

“It’s true,” Mousqueton said, sighing contentedly, happy that his progress in Monseigneur’s company was noticed. “I have indeed learned a lot.”

“I want to know about the arrangement of these pleasures, Mousqueton, and I can barely wait.”

“I want to see if today is a lucky day.”

“Oh, Monsieur d’Artagnan,” Mousqueton said, sighing sadly, “since monseigneur left, all the joy has disappeared too!”

“Well, my dear Mousqueton, let’s jog your memory.”

“Where should I begin?”

“Well, pardieux! Start with Sunday; that’s the Lord’s day.”

“Sunday, monsieur?”

“Yes.”

“Sunday’s pleasures are religious: monseigneur attends mass, makes the bread offering, and listens to sermons from his regular almoner. It’s not terribly entertaining, but we expect to receive a Carmelite from Paris to take over the almoner’s role. They say he preaches well, so we might stay awake, unlike the current one, who always puts us to sleep. That’s our Sunday’s religious pleasure. Now, Monday—worldly pleasures.”

“Ah, ah!” D’Artagnan said, interested. “Let’s hear about your worldly pleasures.”

“Monsieur, on Monday we socialize; we give and receive visits, play the lute, dance, write verses, and burn a bit of incense for the ladies.”

“Peste! That is the height of gallantry,” the musketeer said, forcing himself to suppress a hearty laugh. “Tuesday—learned pleasures.”

“Good!” said D’Artagnan. “What are those? Do tell me, my dear Mousqueton.”

“Monseigneur has acquired a globe, which I will show you. It takes up almost the whole great tower, except for a gallery he built above. There are delicate strings and brass wires that hang the sun and moon. Everything rotates, and it is quite wonderful. Monseigneur points out the seas to me, and faraway countries.”

“We don’t plan on visiting them, but it’s fascinating.”

“Fascinating! That’s the word,” D’Artagnan echoed. “What about Wednesday?”

“Rustic pleasures, as I’ve mentioned already, monsieur le chevalier. We watch over monseigneur’s sheep and goats, make the shepherds dance to the sound of pipes and reeds, just as it’s described in a book from monseigneur’s library called ‘Bergeries.’ The author died just about a month ago.”

“Monsieur Racan, perhaps?” D’Artagnan asked. “Yes, that’s his name—M. Racan.”

“But there’s more: we drift on the little canal, and then we dine, decked with flowers. That’s Wednesday.”

“Peste!” cried D’Artagnan. “You really know how to enjoy yourself. And Thursday? What could possibly be left for poor Thursday?”

“It’s not so bad, monsieur,” Mousqueton replied with a smile. “Thursday is for Olympic pleasures. Ah, monsieur, it’s splendid! We gather all monseigneur’s young vassals, and have contests of discus-throwing, wrestling, and racing.”

“Monseigneur can’t run anymore, and neither can I; but for discus-throwing, there is no one like him. And when he hits someone—oh, it’s a disaster!”

“How so?”

“Well, monsieur, we had to stop the cestus matches. He broke skulls, smashed jaws, shattered ribs. It was great sport, but nobody wanted to face him.”

“And his wrist—”

“Oh, monsieur, stronger than ever. Monseigneur says his legs are weaker, but now all his strength is in his arms, so—”

“So he can still knock down bullocks, just like before.”

“Monsieur, even better—he breaks down walls. Not long ago, after dinner at one of our farmer’s homes—you can imagine how beloved and generous monseigneur is—he jokingly hit a wall after supper.”

The wall collapsed, the roof fell in, and three men and an old woman were caught under it.

“Good God, Mousqueton! What happened to your master?”

“Oh, monseigneur, he just scraped the skin on his head a little. We washed the wounds with water from the monks, but his hand wasn’t hurt at all.”

“Not hurt at all?”

“No, monsieur, not at all.”

“Those Olympic pleasures must be expensive—what about the widows and orphans?”

“They’re all cared for, monsieur; a tenth of monseigneur’s income is set aside for that.”

“Let’s move on to Friday,” D’Artagnan said. “Friday, with its noble, warlike pleasures.”

“We hunt, we fence, we train falcons and break horses. Saturday is for intellectual pursuits: we expand our minds, admire monseigneur’s paintings and statues, even design and sketch things. And we fire monseigneur’s cannon, of course.”

“You sketch plans and fire cannons?”

“Yes, monsieur.”

“Ah, my friend,” D’Artagnan replied, “M. du Vallon truly has one of the most charming and inventive minds I know. But I think you’ve forgotten one pleasure.”

“Which one, monsieur?” Mousqueton asked, a bit nervous.

“The physical pleasures.”

Mousqueton blushed. “What do you mean, monsieur?” he said, lowering his eyes.

“I mean the table—good wine—those evenings with the bottle.”

“Ah, monsieur, we don’t list those pleasures; we enjoy them every day.”

“My dear Mousqueton,” D’Artagnan continued, “forgive me, but your wonderful story made me forget why we were talking: to learn what M. le Vicaire-General d’Herblay wrote to your master.”

“That’s true, monsieur,” Mousqueton replied. “The pleasures carried us away. Here’s the story, monsieur.”

“I’m listening, Mousqueton.”

“On Wednesday—”

“The day of rustic pleasures?”

“Yes—a letter arrived; he took it from my hands. I knew the handwriting.”

“And then?”

Monseigneur read it and shouted, “Quick, my horses! My arms!”

“Oh, Heavens! Was it a duel?” D’Artagnan asked.

“No, monsieur. There were just these words: ‘Dear Porthos, depart if you wish to arrive before the Equinox. I expect you.’”

“Mordioux!” D’Artagnan exclaimed, thoughtful. “That sounds urgent.”

“I think so,” Mousqueton continued. “Monseigneur left that very day with his secretary, hoping to arrive in time.”

“And did he make it?”

“I hope so. Monseigneur, as you know, is very impatient. He kept shouting, ‘Tonne Dieu! What does this mean? The Equinox? No matter, a man must be well-mounted to beat me there.’”

“And you think Porthos got there before anyone else?”

“I’m sure of it. The Equinox, even if he’s very rich, can’t have horses as fast as Monseigneur’s.”

D’Artagnan stifled a laugh, knowing Aramis’s brief letter suggested something deeper. He followed Mousqueton—or Mousqueton’s carriage—back to the castle. There he was served at an opulent table, treated like a lord. But as for Mousqueton, nothing more could be learned; the faithful servant could weep on command, but revealed nothing further.

After a peaceful night in a magnificent bed, D’Artagnan pondered Aramis’s letter. He was puzzled by the link between the Equinox and Porthos’s affairs. Unable to figure it out, he speculated it might concern some romantic intrigue of the bishop’s, where the balance of day and night had some meaning. With that thought still lingering, D’Artagnan left Pierrefonds as he had left Melun and the Comte de la Fere’s chateau.

But it was not without regret—indeed, with a melancholy that could have passed for D’Artagnan’s darkest mood. Bowing his head and staring ahead, he let his legs dangle on either side of his horse, absorbed in a reverie that sometimes rose to deep eloquence:

“No more friends! No more future! No more anything! My spirit is broken, like the ties of our once-dear friendship. Oh, how relentless age comes—cold, inevitable! It wraps everything once dear in the shroud of death and carries it away into the unfathomable abyss.”

A shudder passed through the heart of the Gascon, so long resilient to life’s troubles. For a moment, the sky seemed darker and the earth rough and uncertain, like a graveyard.

“Where am I going?” he muttered. “What will I do? Alone, completely alone—without family, without friends! Bah!” he said abruptly. With that, he spurred his horse, who, having found no sorrow in the generous oats of Pierrefonds, expressed his joy with a gallop covering two leagues. “To Paris!” D’Artagnan told himself.

And the following day, he arrived in Paris, having spent ten days on this journey.




Chapter XIX: D’Artagnan’s Purpose in Paris

The lieutenant dismounted in front of a shop on Rue des Lombards, beneath the sign of the Pilon d’Or. A well-groomed man in a white apron, stroking his gray mustache with a large hand, cried out with delight when he saw the dappled horse.

“Monsieur le chevalier,” he exclaimed, “ah, is that you?”

“Bonjour, Planchet,” D’Artagnan replied, bending down to enter the shop. “Quick, someone!” Planchet called out. “Get someone to tend to Monsieur d’Artagnan’s horse—someone to prepare his room—someone to get his supper ready.”

“Thank you, Planchet. Good day, my children!” D’Artagnan greeted the eager boys. “Let me send off this coffee, this treacle, and these raisins,” Planchet said. “They’re for the storeroom of monsieur le surintendant.”

“Send them off, send them off!”

“That will only take a moment; then we can have supper.”

“Make sure we can dine alone; I need to speak with you.”

Planchet gave his old master a knowing look. “Oh, don’t worry, it’s nothing unpleasant,” D’Artagnan reassured him.

“So much the better—so much the better!” Planchet replied, visibly relieved. As this took place, D’Artagnan settled himself comfortably on a bale of corks in the shop, taking a moment to survey the setting.

The shop was well-stocked, filled with a mingled scent of ginger, cinnamon, and ground pepper that caused D’Artagnan to sneeze. The shopboy, thrilled to be in the presence of such a renowned soldier—a lieutenant of the musketeers close to the king—worked with enthusiasm bordering on delirium, serving customers with such hurried disregard that it did not go unnoticed.

Planchet busied himself with his accounts, counting his money while exchanging polite comments with his former master. Among his peers, he spoke with the briefness and casual authority of a prosperous shopkeeper who serves everyone but waits for no one. D’Artagnan watched this behavior with pleasure that we shall explain shortly. As night gradually settled in, Planchet led him up to a room on the first floor, where, amidst bales and chests, a beautifully set table awaited the two guests.

D’Artagnan took a moment to study Planchet’s face, a familiar sight he hadn’t seen in a year. The clever Planchet had developed a slight paunch, but his features remained sharp. His keen eyes moved easily in their deep sockets, and the fullness had yet to round his high cheekbones—signs of ambition and cunning—or his pointed chin, a mark of determination and sharpness. Planchet commanded his dining room with the same authority as in the shop. He served his master a modest but classic Parisian meal: roast meat prepared by the baker, with vegetables, salad, and a dessert from his own store. D’Artagnan felt a wave of pleasure when Planchet brought out a bottle of Anjou wine, a favorite throughout his life.

“Formerly, monsieur,” Planchet said with a warm smile, “it was I who drank your wine; now you honor me by drinking mine.”

“And, thank God, dear Planchet, I hope to enjoy it for many years to come, for I am free at last.”

“Free? You have leave, monsieur?”

“Unlimited.”

“You’re leaving the service?” Planchet asked, unable to believe it.

“Yes, I am taking a break.”

“And the king?” Planchet asked, astonished that the king could do without D’Artagnan.

“The king will try his luck elsewhere. But we’ve dined well, and you seem ready for some enjoyment; you invite me to confide in you. So, listen closely.”

“My ears are open.” With a laugh more genuine than sly, Planchet uncorked a bottle of white wine.

“Just let me keep my wits, at least.”

“Oh, losing your head? You, monsieur!”

“Now my head is my own, and I mean to take better care of it than ever before. First, let’s talk business. How is our money-box doing?”

“Wonderfully, monsieur. The twenty thousand livres you left with me are still working in my business, bringing in a nine percent return. I give you seven, which means I gain two from you.”

“And you’re still satisfied?”

“Delighted. Have you brought me more?”

“But do you want more?”

“Oh, not at all! Everyone is eager to trust me now. I’m expanding my business.”

“That was your goal.”

“I dabble a bit in banking. I buy goods from less fortunate colleagues and lend money to those not ready to settle their debts.”

“Without usury?”

“Oh, monsieur, in just the past week, I’ve had two meetings on the boulevards because of that very word.”

“What word?”

“You’ll see. It was about a loan.”

The borrower pledged some raw sugar to me, on the condition that I sell it if he doesn’t pay me back on time. I lent him a thousand livres. When he didn’t pay, I sold the sugar for thirteen hundred livres. When he heard, he demanded a hundred crowns. Ma foi! I refused, pretending that I only sold it for nine hundred livres.

He accused me of usury. I begged him to repeat that word to me somewhere off the boulevards. He was an old guard, and he came; I drove your sword through his left thigh.

“Mon Dieu! What a charming sort of banker you are!” D’Artagnan exclaimed.

“For anything above thirteen percent, I’ll fight,” Planchet replied. “That’s my reputation.”

“Just take twelve,” D’Artagnan advised, “and call the rest premium and brokerage.”

“You’re right, monsieur. But let’s talk about your business.”

“Ah, Planchet, it’s very long and quite complicated to explain.”

“Still, tell me about it.”

D’Artagnan twisted his mustache, the gesture of a man hesitating between trusting his confidant and doubting him.

“Is it an investment?” Planchet asked.

“Yes.”

“For a good profit?”

“A tremendous profit—four hundred percent, Planchet.”

Planchet slammed his fist on the table, making the bottles jump as if surprised. “Good heavens! Is that really possible?”

“I believe it could be even more,” D’Artagnan answered coolly. “But I prefer to keep my estimates conservative.”




Chapter XX: The Society Formed in the Rue des Lombards

After a brief silence, during which D’Artagnan seemed to be not gathering just one thought, but all his thoughts, he said, “Surely, my dear Planchet, you’ve heard of his majesty Charles I of England?”

“Alas, yes, monsieur. I remember well how you left France to help him, and despite your efforts, he was overthrown and almost dragged you down with him.”

“Exactly so; I see you have a sharp memory, Planchet.”

“Peste!”

What’s astonishing is that I could ever forget such memories, however painful they may be. When you hear Grimaud—who, as you know, is not one to talk much—describe how King Charles lost his head, or how you sailed half the night in a sinking ship and watched poor M. Mordaunt drifting in the waves with a gold-handled dagger buried in his chest, it’s not easy to forget.

“And yet, some do forget, Planchet.”

“Yes, those who haven’t seen it, or who never heard Grimaud tell the story.”

“Well, it’s good that you remember it all. I only need to remind you of one thing: Charles I had a son.”

“With respect, monsieur, he had two,” Planchet replied. “I saw the second one in Paris, M. le Duc de York, once as he was heading to the Palais Royal. I was told he was not the eldest son of Charles I. As for the eldest, I know his name but never had the honor of meeting him.”

“That’s exactly it, Planchet. We must talk about this eldest son, once called the Prince of Wales, now known as Charles II, King of England.”

“A king without a kingdom, monsieur,” Planchet said thoughtfully.

“Yes, Planchet, and you might add an unfortunate prince—more unfortunate than the poorest wretch lost in the worst part of Paris.”

Planchet made a gesture full of the compassion we have for strangers with whom we expect to have no real connection. Besides, he did not see this political-sentimental reflection as a sign of any business purpose on M. d’Artagnan’s part. That very notion was what had piqued Planchet’s interest, as D’Artagnan, by nature, was well-versed in the ways of men and the world.

“I’m here to talk business. This young Prince of Wales—a king without a kingdom, as you put it, Planchet—has struck me deeply. I, D’Artagnan, saw him beg assistance from Mazarin, who is a miser, and from Louis, who is just a child. It seemed to me, with all my experience, that in the intelligent eyes of this fallen king, and the noble bearing that shone through his hardship, I saw the makings of a great man and the heart of a real king.”

Planchet silently approved, although it did little to clear up D’Artagnan’s intentions for him.

He continued, “So, here’s where my reasoning has taken me. Listen closely, Planchet—we’re almost at the end.”

“I’m listening.”

“Kings are not so plentiful in this world that you can summon them whenever you like. Now, this king without a kingdom is, if you ask me, like a seed with the potential to bloom, provided it’s sown by a skilled, cautious, and energetic hand—one that knows how to choose the right ground and the right time.”

Planchet nodded, though it was clear he didn’t entirely understand. “‘Poor little seed of a king’—that’s what I thought to myself, and I admit, Planchet, it moved me. That’s what makes me think I might be slipping into some foolishness. That’s why I’m consulting you, my friend.”

Planchet flushed with pleasure and pride. “‘Poor little seed of a king!’”

“I want to pick him up and help him grow in fertile ground.”

“Good Lord!” exclaimed Planchet, staring at his old master as if wondering if he had lost his mind. “What is it?” D’Artagnan asked, seeing his concern. “Did something worry you?”

“Me? No, monsieur.”

“But you said ‘Good Lord!’”

“I did?”

“I’m certain you did. Are you starting to grasp it?”

“I confess, M. D’Artagnan, I’m scared—”

“Scared of understanding?”

“Yes.”

“Scared you understand that I want to restore Charles II to his throne, though he doesn’t have one? Is that it?”

At this, Planchet sprang up dramatically from his chair.

“Ah, ah!” he cried, truly frightened. “That’s what you mean by a restoration?”

“Yes, Planchet; isn’t that the word for it?”

“Oh, of course! But have you really thought about—”

“Thought about what?”

“What’s happening over there.”

“Where?”

“In England.”

“And what is happening, Planchet?”

“First, monsieur, pardon me for interfering in matters outside my trade. Since you bring it up—are you talking about a venture?”

“A splendid one, Planchet.”

“In that case, as it’s business, I have every right to speak my mind.”

“Go on, Planchet. Good discussion leads to insight.”

“Very well, since you’ve given permission, I’ll begin with parliament.”

“And next?”

“The army.”

“Good! See anything else?”

“Well, there’s the people.”

“That’s all?”

“The people who approved the overthrow and execution of the late king, father of the present king, and who won’t renounce their actions easily.”

“Planchet,” D’Artagnan replied, “you reason like a wheel of cheese! The people—they’re tired of those gentlemen who take wild titles and sing songs for them. Let’s be honest, Planchet, I notice people prefer jolly songs to hymns.”

“Remember the Fronde? Remember their songs? Ah, those were the days!”

“Not so great, not so great! I nearly got hanged back then.”

“But you didn’t, did you?”

“No.”

“And you made your fortune during all those songs?”

“That’s true.”

“Then you can’t really complain about them.”

“I suppose not. But let’s get back to the army and parliament.”

“This is my proposal: I’ll borrow twenty thousand livres from M. Planchet and add twenty thousand of my own. With forty thousand livres, I’ll raise an army.”

Planchet clasped his hands together, now truly realizing D’Artagnan was serious. He feared his master was mad. “An army?—Oh, monsieur,” he said with his most soothing smile, careful not to upset this apparent madness, “an army? How many men?”

“Forty,” replied D’Artagnan. “Forty against forty thousand!”

“Not enough. I know full well, M. d’Artagnan, that you alone are worth a thousand men; but where would we find thirty-nine others just like you? And even if we could, who would have the money to pay them?”

“Not bad, Planchet. Ah, the devil! You really know how to flatter.”

“No, monsieur, I simply speak the truth—that’s why I say that at the first big battle with your forty men, I fear—”

“Then I’ll just avoid big battles, Planchet,” the Gascon replied, laughing.

“There are plenty of examples from history of clever retreats and marches, always evading the enemy rather than fighting. You know this, Planchet, you led the Parisians that day you should have fought the musketeers, and you arranged your marches and countermarches so well, you never left the Palais Royal.”

Planchet couldn’t help but laugh. “If your forty men hide themselves and are skilled enough, they might hope to avoid defeat. But you want to get something done, don’t you?”

“Exactly. Here’s my plan for quickly restoring King Charles II to his throne.”

“Good!” said Planchet, now getting interested. “Let’s hear your plan. But first, aren’t we forgetting something?”

“What’s that?”

“We dismissed the nation, which likes a happy song, and the army, which refuses to fight. But there’s still the parliament, and it rarely sings.”

“Nor does it fight.”

“How can a man of your intelligence waste time thinking about a bunch of troublemakers calling themselves Rumps and Barebones? The parliament doesn’t concern me at all.”

“Once you’re done worrying about them, monsieur, let’s move on.”

“Yes, let’s get to the point. Do you remember Cromwell, Planchet?”

“I’ve heard plenty about him. He was quite the tough soldier.”

“And a big eater, too.”

“What does that mean?”

“He swallowed up all of England in one gulp.”

“Well then, Planchet, the night before he devoured England, what if someone had tried to devour M. Cromwell?”

“Oh, monsieur, it’s simple math—your container must be bigger than the contents.”

“Exactly! That’s our problem, Planchet.”

“But M. Cromwell is dead, buried in his tomb now.”

“My dear Planchet, I see you’ve become a philosopher as well as a mathematician.”

“Monsieur, in my grocery trade, I handle so much printed paper, I’ve picked up a thing or two.”

“Bravo! So you know—having learned some math, philosophy, and history—that after the great Cromwell came a nobody.”

“Yes, his name was Richard, and he did just what you did, M. d’Artagnan—he resigned.”

“Well said! After the great one who died, and the lesser one who quit, a third came along. His name is Monk; he’s a skilled general, though he’s never fought a battle. He’s a clever diplomat, though he never speaks in public. When he has to greet someone, he spends twelve hours thinking about what to say, then simply says ‘good night,’ and people see it as a miracle because it somehow works.”

“That’s quite a stretch,” Planchet said. “But I know another political man just like him.”

“M. Mazarin, you mean?”

“Exactly.”

“You’re right, Planchet; except Mazarin… Mazarin is not trying to take the throne of France, and that changes everything. You see? Now, this M. Monk, with England handed to him on a platter, ready to devour—it’s this M. Monk who says to the people and to Charles II, ‘Nescio vos’—”

“I don’t know English,” Planchet interjected.

“Yes, but I know it,” D’Artagnan answered. “‘Nescio vos’ means ‘I don’t know you.’ This M. Monk, now the most important man in England, when he has swallowed it—”

“Well?” Planchet asked.

“Well, my friend, I’ll go over there, and with my forty men, I’ll seize him, pack him up, and bring him to France, where I see two dazzling options.”

“Oh! And I see a third!” Planchet exclaimed, excitement rising. “We could put him in a cage and charge admission to see him.”

“Well, Planchet, I hadn’t thought of that.”

“You think it’s a good idea?”

“Yes, but I think mine’s better.”

“Let’s hear yours.”

“First, I’ll demand a ransom for him.”

“How much?”

“Peste! A fellow like that should fetch a hundred thousand crowns.”

“Yes, absolutely!”

“So, first, we’re talking a ransom of a hundred thousand crowns.”

“Or else—”

“Or even better, I’ll hand him over to King Charles. Without a general or army to fear and no diplomat out to outsmart him, he’ll restore himself. Once in power, he’ll pay me the hundred thousand crowns. That’s my plan—what do you say, Planchet?”

“Magnificent, monsieur!” Planchet exclaimed, trembling with excitement. “How did you come up with this idea?”

“It struck me one morning on the banks of the Loire, while King Louis XIV was pretending to cry over Mademoiselle de Mancini’s hand.”

“Monsieur, I must say, the idea is brilliant. But—”

“Ah! There’s a ‘but’?”

“Just this: it’s a bit like selling a bear’s skin before you’ve caught the bear.”

“As for M. Monk, I do expect a bit of a scuffle,” D’Artagnan conceded.

“No doubt. But I’ll raise an army to—”

“Yes, yes, I get it—parbleu!—a sneak attack. In that case, monsieur, you’ll surely win, because no one can match you in such things.”

“I do seem to have a talent for it,” D’Artagnan replied humbly. “If only I had my dear Athos, my brave Porthos, and my clever Aramis for this adventure, it would be finished in no time. But, alas, they’re nowhere to be found, so I must go alone. Tell me, do you think this venture is worth it and the investment wise?”

“Actually, it’s all too promising—just too promising.”

“How’s that?”

“Because good opportunities rarely turn out the way we hope.”

“That’s a real truth, Planchet, and the proof is that I’m taking it on.”

“It’ll be a fine gain for you, and for me, a fantastic adventure. People will say, ‘So ended the old age of M. d’Artagnan,’ and I’ll be remembered in stories, perhaps even history, Planchet. I hunger for honor.”

“Monsieur,” Planchet said, “to think such a grand project is taking shape right here, surrounded by my sugar, prunes, and cinnamon—my shop feels like a palace.”

“Be careful, Planchet! If even a whisper of this gets out, we could both land in the Bastille. Tread carefully, my friend—this is a big undertaking.”

“M. Monk is close to M. Mazarin—be careful!”

“Monsieur, a man who’s served you knows no fear; and being invested in your interests, he’ll keep quiet.”

“Very good; that part’s yours to worry about, since I’ll be in England inside a week.”

“Go, monsieur, go—the sooner, the better.”

“Is the money ready?”

“It will be tomorrow; you’ll have it from me directly. Will you take gold or silver?”

“Gold—that’s best. But how do we organize it? Let’s see.”

“Oh, good Lord!”

“Just give me a receipt, and that’s all.”

“No, no,” D’Artagnan replied seriously. “We must keep everything in order.”

“I agree, but with you, M. d’Artagnan—”

“What if I die out there? If a musket-ball finds me, or if I drink too much beer and drop dead?”

“Monsieur, I promise, if that happens I’d be so upset I wouldn’t even think about the money.”

“Thank you, Planchet, but it’s not about that. As with two law clerks, we must draw up an agreement—a kind of partnership contract.”

“Of course, monsieur.”

“I know writing contracts isn’t easy, but let’s give it a try.”

“Let’s do it.” Planchet gathered pens, ink, and paper. D’Artagnan took up the pen and wrote: “Between Messire d’Artagnan, former lieutenant of the king’s musketeers, currently residing at Rue Tiquetonne, Hotel de la Chevrette; and the Sieur Planchet, grocer, residing at Rue des Lombards, at the sign of the Pilon d’Or, it’s agreed as follows: A company with a capital of forty thousand livres, formed to carry out an idea by M. d’Artagnan, which Sieur Planchet approves, shall advance twenty thousand livres to M. d’Artagnan, to be repaid only upon his return from England, with no interest or other conditions. D’Artagnan will secure an additional twenty thousand livres, so the total amount will be forty thousand livres at his disposal for the planned venture. On the day M. d’Artagnan successfully restores King Charles II to the throne of England, he shall pay M. Planchet the sum of—”

“The sum of a hundred and fifty thousand livres,” Planchet chimed in, noticing D’Artagnan’s pause.

“Oh, certainly not!” said D’Artagnan. “It wouldn’t be fair to split it fifty-fifty.”

“But monsieur, we each put in the same amount,” Planchet protested gently.

“Yes, but consider this clause, my dear Planchet. If it doesn’t seem fair when it’s written, we can change it:—‘Nevertheless, as M. d’Artagnan contributes to the partnership not just his twenty thousand livres but also his time, ideas, talent, and even his life—which he values especially—he’ll keep two hundred thousand livres of the three hundred thousand, or two-thirds.’”

“Very well,” said Planchet.

“Is that fair?” D’Artagnan asked.

“Absolutely fair, monsieur.”

“And you’ll be satisfied with a hundred thousand livres?”

“Peste! That’s more than enough. One hundred thousand from an investment of twenty thousand!”

“And within a month, no less.”

“How’s that, within a month?”

“Yes, I ask for just one month.”

“Monsieur,” Planchet replied generously, “I’ll give you six weeks.”

“Thank you,” said D’Artagnan politely. The partners reviewed their agreement again.

“That’s perfect, monsieur,” Planchet said. “The late M. Coquenard, Madame la Baronne du Vallon’s first husband, could not have done it better.”

“You think so? Then let’s sign.” They both signed. “That way,” D’Artagnan added, “I won’t owe anyone anything.”

“But then I’ll owe you,” Planchet said.

“No, you won’t. Much as I appreciate this, Planchet, I could lose my life out there, and you’d lose everything. That reminds me—we need one last clause.”

“I’ll write it: ‘Should M. d’Artagnan die in this venture, the partnership shall be dissolved, and Sieur Planchet acknowledges as settled the twenty thousand livres he paid to the partnership, relinquishing any further claim upon the estate of Messire d’Artagnan.’”

This final clause made Planchet frown slightly, but as he saw his partner’s bright eyes, strong hands, and agile frame, his courage returned. He signed again without hesitation. D’Artagnan did the same. Thus was drawn up the first known company contract; perhaps such agreements have been misunderstood, both in practice and principle, ever since.

“Now,” said Planchet, pouring a last glass of Anjou wine for D’Artagnan, “you should get some sleep, my dear master.”

“No,” said D’Artagnan. “The hardest part is still ahead, and I must think it over.”

“Bah!” Planchet exclaimed. “I have such confidence in you, M. d’Artagnan, that I wouldn’t trade my hundred thousand livres for ninety thousand in cash.”

“And devil take me if I don’t think you’re right!” With that, D’Artagnan took a candle and made his way up to his bedroom.




Chapter XXI: In Which D’Artagnan Prepares to Travel

D’Artagnan spent the night deep in thought, and by morning, his plan had taken shape. “This is it,” he declared, sitting up in bed, propping his elbow on his knee and resting his chin in his hand. “I’ll look for forty reliable men—those with a somewhat checkered past but who know how to follow orders. I’ll promise them five hundred livres for a month if they return; nothing if they don’t return, or half for their families.”

As for food and lodging, that’s something for the English to worry about—they have cattle grazing in their pastures, bacon hanging in their kitchens, poultry in their yards, and grain in their barns. I’ll present myself to General Monk with my small band of troops. He’ll welcome me. I’ll earn his trust and seize my chance as soon as it presents itself.”

But D’Artagnan stopped, shaking his head and interrupting his own thoughts. “No,” he said. “I can’t bring myself to share this with Athos; this path isn’t honorable. I must use force,” he continued, “but I must do so without betraying my loyalty.”

With forty men, I could cross the country like a partisan. But if I were to face not forty thousand English, as Planchet suggested, but simply four hundred, I’d surely be defeated. Suppose among my forty warriors, there are at least ten who are foolish enough to get themselves killed one after another? No, it’s just impossible to find forty reliable men—they simply aren’t out there. I’ll have to settle for thirty. With ten fewer, I’d have justification to avoid any armed combat because of my smaller numbers. And if fighting became necessary, my chances would actually be better with thirty men than with forty.

Besides, I should save five thousand francs—that is, one-eighth of my capital. That’s worth the effort. With that settled, I’d have thirty men ready. I’ll split them into three groups; we’ll spread out across the countryside and plan to meet at an agreed time. Moving in groups of ten, we won’t attract suspicion and will pass unnoticed. Yes, thirty—that’s a strong number. Three groups of ten—three, the divine number! And when all thirty men come together, they will certainly make an impressive sight.

“Ah! What




Chapter XXIII: In which the Author is Forced to Write a Little History

While kings and commoners were preoccupied with England—a country that managed its own affairs with remarkable independence and, it must be said, had never been so badly run—a man marked by the favor of God was setting out on a journey filled with both mystery and boldness. This man, destined to have his name writ large in the pages of history, moved forward with unwavering purpose, though no one could guess his final aim. England, France, and indeed all of Europe watched as he strode forward, head held high.

The truth about this enigmatic man will soon be revealed. Monk had just declared his support for the liberty of the Rump Parliament—a parliament General Lambert, following Cromwell’s example, had surrounded so tightly that no member could exit and only one, Peter Wentworth, had managed to enter.

Lambert and Monk—the entire political scene could be summed up by these two figures. Lambert embodied military dictatorship, while Monk stood for pure republicanism. They were the only real political leaders left from the revolution that had cost Charles I his crown and ultimately, his life.

Lambert was clear about his ambitions: he wanted to create a military government and lead it. Monk, by contrast, a firm republican, appeared to support the Rump Parliament, the fading but still visible symbol of the republic. However, many believed Monk was sly and ambitious, using the parliament he claimed to protect simply as a means to seize the throne that Cromwell had left vacant, a seat the Protector himself had never dared to take.

So, by persecuting Parliament, Lambert, and by supporting it, Monk, had made themselves each other’s enemies. At first, both Monk and Lambert considered raising their own armies: Monk in Scotland, where the Presbyterians and royalists—the malcontents—were gathering, and Lambert in London, always the heart of resistance to the current regime.

Monk quickly pacified Scotland, where he gathered and trained his army and found safety. Each man watched the other’s every move. Monk knew that the time for great change, as set by God, had not yet arrived; so his sword stayed sheathed. Safe in the mountainous wilds of Scotland, he was an absolute general over an army of eleven thousand battle-hardened men, whom he had led to victory many times. He was at least as well-informed about London as Lambert, who was actually there. This was Monk’s position when, a hundred leagues from London, he formally declared his allegiance to Parliament.

Lambert, meanwhile, remained in the capital, the center of his power. There, he gathered followers and the lower classes, who always rallied around any cause that opposed the established order. From London, Lambert learned that Monk was backing Parliament from the Scottish border. Realizing the urgency, he knew that the Tweed was not so far from the Thames; an army could quickly march between the two rivers with a capable commander. He understood that as Monk’s forces entered England, their numbers would snowball, becoming an unstoppable force able to propel their leader to new heights. As a result, Lambert mustered his formidable army and hurried to meet Monk, who advanced cautiously, like a mariner carefully navigating dangerous waters, waiting for news from London before each step.

The two armies finally faced each other near Newcastle, where Lambert arrived first and set up camp in the city itself. Monk, ever careful, stopped his march and made his headquarters at Coldstream on the Tweed. Seeing Lambert’s army gave Monk’s troops a surge of excitement, while Monk’s presence put Lambert’s forces on edge.

Anyone watching might have thought these bold soldiers, who had stirred such commotion in London, expected a walkover. But confronted with a real army—one flying a flag and standing for a principle—they may have started to reconsider. It became clear that Lambert’s troops were less committed republicans than Monk’s, who fought for Parliament, while Lambert’s men seemed to stand for little, not even their own general.

As for Monk, if he had any moments of reflection, they must have been somewhat somber. History tells us—and we know that history, that humble chronicler, is never wrong—that upon Monk’s arrival at Coldstream, a thorough search turned up not a single sheep. Had Monk been leading an English army, such a desperate lack of food would surely have caused mass desertion.

But the Scots differ from the English in one crucial way: for the English, blood—a vital fluid—is everything, while the Scots, thrifty and stoic, make do with nothing but barley, ground between two stones, mixed with fresh spring water, and cooked on a hot stone. Once supplied with barley, the Scots cared little whether any meat was to be had at Coldstream.

Monk, unaccustomed to barley cakes, was hungry, and his officers, starving as well, scanned the countryside for any sign of supper. Monk ordered a search; upon their arrival, his scouts had found the area deserted and the pantries bare. There was no use in hoping for butchers or bakers in Coldstream. Not a crumb of bread could be found for the general’s table.

Each new report brought only disappointment, and Monk saw the fear and discouragement written on every face. He declared that he wasn’t hungry; after all, they could eat tomorrow. Lambert’s army was likely nearby, ready for battle, and if forced to retreat from Newcastle, would surely leave supplies behind. Or if Lambert won, Monk’s soldiers would be free from their hunger all the same.

This reassurance worked only for a select few, but Monk didn’t mind. He remained resolute and calm, and everyone felt compelled to follow suit—or at least pretend to. Just as hungry as his men, Monk acted as if he didn’t care about the missing mutton. He cut a half-inch piece of tobacco from the sergeant’s supply and began to chew it, assuring his lieutenant that hunger was only an illusion and nobody ever felt hungry when they had something to chew. His joke calmed those who had first resisted Monk’s estimate of how close Lambert’s army really was; soon, there were almost no dissenters left. The sentries were posted, patrols began, and the general continued his modest meal beneath his open tent. Between his camp and the enemy’s stood an old abbey, now only ruins but then still standing, known as Newcastle Abbey.

The abbey stood on a wide plateau, somewhat separated from both the plain and the river, for it was surrounded by marshes fed by springs and rain. Amid these pools, thickly covered with long grass, rushes, and reeds, there were firm patches of ground—the former kitchen garden, park, pleasure gardens, and other outbuildings of the abbey. The whole place looked like a huge sea spider, with a round body and arms stretching out from the center. The kitchen garden, the longest “arm,” extended toward Monk’s camp. Sadly, it was only early June, and the abandoned kitchen garden provided nothing. Monk had ordered it guarded; it was the spot most open to surprise attack. From the far side, the enemy’s campfires could be seen.

Between those fires and the abbey lay the Tweed, its shining surface glinting beneath the shadow of green oaks. Monk knew this area well; Newcastle and its surroundings had been his headquarters more than once. He knew his enemy might, that very day, send scouts into the ruins to provoke a skirmish, but he was sure they would not risk it after nightfall. He felt secure.

His men found him, following what he wryly called his “supper”—the meal already mentioned—looking much like Napoleon on the eve of Austerlitz. He was dozing in his rush chair, half-illuminated by a lamp, half by the moon starting to climb the sky, which meant it was nearly half past nine at night. Suddenly, Monk was jolted from his half-sleep—whether real or made up—by a group of soldiers who burst in with loud cheers, shaking the tent’s poles and making a lively hum as though determined to wake him.

The noise was unnecessary; the general opened his eyes wide. “Well, my children, what’s all this fuss?” he asked.

“General!” several voices shouted together. “General! You will have some supper, after all.”

“I’ve already had my supper, gentlemen,” he replied calmly, “and you can see I was digesting it in peace. But come in and tell me why you’re so excited.”

“Good news, General.”

“Ah! Has Lambert sent word he’ll give battle tomorrow?”

“No; but we’ve captured a fishing boat bringing fish to Newcastle.”

“And you’ve done something foolish, my friends.”

Those gentlemen from London are particular—they need their first course. If you refuse them, they’ll sulk tonight and be unrelenting tomorrow. It would be wise to send Lambert’s fish and fishermen back—unless—” The general paused. “Tell me, who are these fishermen, if you please?”

“They’re Picard sailors who were fishing off the coasts of France or Holland and were blown here by a storm.”

“Do any of them speak our language?”

“The leader knows a few words of English.”

The general grew more suspicious with each detail. “Very well,” he said. “Bring these men to me; I want to see them.”

An officer went off. “How many are there?” Monk asked. “And what kind of boat is it?”

“There are ten or twelve, general—on a chasse-marée, Dutch-built, it seems.”

“And you say they were taking fish to Lambert’s camp?”

“Yes, general; and it looks like their catch is excellent.”

“Hmm!”

“We’ll see,” said Monk. Just then, the officer returned with the fishermen’s leader. The man looked about fifty to fifty-five, yet was pleasant-faced for his age. Of medium height, he wore a rough wool justaucorps, a cap pulled low, and a cutlass on his belt. He walked hesitantly, like sailors used to unstable ground, setting each foot as though he had to plant it firmly to be sure.

Monk studied the fisherman with a sharp, intent look, while the fisherman smiled with a mixture of slyness and innocence typical of French peasants. “Do you speak English?” Monk asked in flawless French.

“Ah, but not very well, my lord,” said the fisherman, his words full of the lively, cutting accent of southern France, quite unlike the slower tones of the west and north. “But you do speak some?” Monk pressed, wanting to hear his accent again.

“Oh, we men of the sea,” replied the fisherman, “speak a little of every language.”

“So, you are a fisherman?”

“I am indeed, my lord—one with some reputation, too.”

“I’ve caught a barbel weighing at least thirty pounds, more than fifty mullets, and some whiting for frying.”

“You sound like you’ve fished more often in the Bay of Biscay than the Channel,” Monk said with a grin. “Well, I am from the south; but does that make me any less a fisherman, my lord?”

“Oh, not at all; I’ll gladly take your fish. Now, tell me—who were you planning to sell them to?”

“My lord, I have nothing to hide. I was heading to Newcastle along the coast when some horsemen traveling the other way ordered my boat back to your camp, threatening to fire if I refused. As I wasn’t ready for a fight,” the fisherman added, smiling, “I gave in.”

“And why did you intend to go to Lambert’s camp, not mine?”

“My lord, to be completely honest; may I speak freely?”

“Of course; I’d insist, if you wouldn’t.”

“Well, my lord, I headed to Mr. Lambert because the gentlemen in the city pay better—while your Scots, Puritans, Presbyterians, Covenanters, or whatever you call them, eat little and pay less.”

Monk shrugged, unable not to smile. “If you’re from the south, how do you come to fish on our shores?”

“Because I was foolish enough to marry in Picardy.”

“Yes, but even Picardy is not England.”

“My lord, a man pushes his boat out to sea, but it is God and the wind that decide where it goes.”

“So you never meant to land in England?”

“Never.”

“And what course were you on?”

“We were returning from Ostend, where the first mackerel are showing, when a sharp south wind forced us north. We saw it was hopeless to resist and let ourselves be blown north. To save our good catch, we decided to sell at the nearest English port—Newcastle. People said it was timely, as both the camp and the city were full of well-off, hungry gentlemen. So we aimed for Newcastle.”

“And your companions, where are they?”

“Oh, they’re still at the boat; they’re just simple sailors.”

“And you—” Monk began.

“Who, me?” the patron laughed. “I sailed with my father. I know the value of a sou, a crown, a pistole, a louis, and a double louis, in every language of Europe. My crew takes my word as gospel and obeys me like I’m their admiral.”

“So you preferred Mr. Lambert as a customer?”

“Certainly. Frankly, my lord, was I wrong?”

“You’ll see for yourself.”

“In any case, my lord, if any fault was committed, it’s mine. My comrades shouldn’t pay for it.”

“This fellow is certainly sharp,” Monk thought. After a silent moment, he asked, “You said you come from Ostend?”

“Yes, my lord, straight from there.”

“Then you must know the latest news—the sort interesting to both France and Holland. What’s the word about the man who calls himself King of England?”

“Oh, my lord!” the fisherman exclaimed, his voice booming, “that’s a lucky question! You couldn’t have asked a better person. I have a story about that. Just imagine, my lord: while I was in Ostend selling my mackerel, I saw the ex-king walking along the downs, waiting for a carriage to take him to The Hague.”

He is a tall, pale man with black hair and hard features—unhealthy-looking, and, in my opinion, unfit for the Dutch climate.

Monk listened closely to the fisherman’s lively speech. Though not his native tongue, he spoke French easily. The fisherman mixed in French and English words, sometimes mixing in what sounded like no known language, but was pure Gascon nonetheless. Luckily, his expressive eyes always made his meaning clear, so even a missed word hardly mattered. The general seemed increasingly satisfied with his examination. “You must have heard that this ex-king, as you call him, was heading to The Hague for some reason?”

“Oh yes,” replied the fisherman, “I heard that.”

“Why was he going?”

“The same reason as always,” the fisherman replied. “He’s always hoping to return to England.”

“That’s true,” Monk replied thoughtfully. “And we mustn’t forget,” added the fisherman, “that the stadtholder—you know, my lord, William II.—”

“Well?”

“He’ll lend a hand.”

“Ah! Did you hear that directly?”

“No, but I suspect it.”

“You seem rather the politician,” Monk remarked.

“We sailors, my lord, who spend our lives studying the sea and sky—those most changeable of elements—are seldom wrong about anything else.”

“Now then,” Monk said, changing the topic, “I hear you’re going to supply us.”

“I’ll do my best, my lord.”

“How much do you want for your fish?”

“I’m not foolish enough to set a price, my lord.”

“Why not?”

“Because my fish is yours.”

“How so?”

“By the right of the strongest.”

“But I intend to pay you.”

“That’s generous of you, my lord.”

“And the price?”

“My lord, I set no price.”

“What do you want, then?”

“I only ask to be allowed to leave.”

“Where? To General Lambert’s camp?”

“Me!” exclaimed the fisherman. “What would I do in Newcastle now, with no fish?”

“In any case, listen to my advice.”

“I am, my lord.”

“I have something useful to tell you.”

“What, my lord! You want to pay me and give advice too? I’m overwhelmed.”

Monk eyed the fisherman keenly, still watching for signs of deception. “Yes, I’ll pay you and give you some advice; the two go together.”

“If you return to General Lambert—”

The fisherman shrugged as if to say, “If he insists, I won’t argue.”

“Don’t cross the marsh,” Monk said. “You’ll have money in your pocket, but there are Scottish ambushers out there—my men. They’re unpredictable, and they won’t understand your language, which sounds like a mix of three. They might take back what I give, and when you get home, you’ll tell people that General Monk has two hands: a Scottish one that takes away what his English hand just gave.”

“Oh, General, I’ll go wherever you like, don’t worry,” replied the fisherman, his anxiety clear—perhaps exaggerated. “I just want to stay here, if you’ll let me.”

“I trust you,” Monk said with a faint smile, “but I can’t keep you in my tent.”

“I don’t want that, my lord. Just tell me where you want me. Don’t worry about us; the night will fly by.”

“You and your men may stay near your boat.”

“As you wish, my lord.”

“If you’d allow one of your carpenters to come with us, I’d be grateful.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because when your soldiers hauled our boat up the river with horse cables, they smashed it against the rocks. Now my hold has two feet of water in it.”

“Well, that’s all the more reason for you to keep an eye on your boat.”

“My lord, I’m entirely at your service,” responded the fisherman. “I’ll unload my baskets where you like, you can pay me as you see fit, and send me on my way if you must. I’m easily pleased, my lord.”

“You’re a good fellow,” said Monk, whose searching gaze found nothing false in the fisherman’s eyes. “Holloa, Digby!” An aide-de-camp appeared. “Please escort this man and his crew to the canteen tents near the marsh, so they’re near the boat but don’t have to sleep aboard. What’s this, Spithead?”

Spithead was the sergeant who had loaned Monk tobacco for his supper. Having entered the general’s tent without being summoned, he now answered Monk’s question.

“My lord,” he said, “a French gentleman’s just arrived at the posts and wishes to speak with you.”

This was said in English, yet it brought a flicker of emotion to the fisherman’s face—a flicker Monk, distracted by his sergeant, didn’t see. “Who is this gentleman?” Monk asked.

“My lord,” Spithead replied, “he told me his name, but French names are a mouthful for Scottish speech, so I couldn’t catch it. But by what the guards say, I believe he’s the same man who approached us yesterday at the halt—you chose not to see him.”

“That’s true; I was in an officers’ meeting.”

“Commands about this gentleman?”

“Yes, bring him here.”

“Any precautions?”

“Like what?”

“Blindfold him, perhaps?”

“Why? He can see only what I allow: that I have eleven thousand brave men ready to die for the honor of the Parliament of Scotland and England.”

“And this man, my lord?” Spithead asked, gesturing to the fisherman, who had stood still like a person who hears but does not understand.

“Ah, yes,” Monk said. He turned to the fisherman, “We’ll speak again, my good fellow. I’ve arranged a place for you. Digby, take him there. Your payment will come soon; don’t worry.”

“Thank you, my lord,” said the fisherman, bowing and leaving, Digby at his side. After a short walk, he joined his anxious comrades. He raised his hand, reassuring them. “Come along, everyone!” the patron called. “His lordship, General Monk, will pay us for our fish and has given us a dry place to spend the night.”

The fishermen gathered around their leader, and, led by Digby, walked toward the canteens—their assigned billet.

As they picked their way through the darkness, the fishermen passed near the guards leading a French gentleman to Monk. The man, on horseback and wrapped in a great cloak, was mostly hidden despite the fishermen’s curiosity. Not realizing he was so near his countrymen, the gentleman barely noticed the small group.

The aide-de-camp found the fishermen a decent tent, displacing an Irish canteen woman and her six children, who sought out a new place to sleep as best they could. A large fire glowed before the tent, casting purplish light over the grassy pools of the marsh, which shimmered in




Chapter XXV: The Marsh

As Athos and Monk made their way from the camp toward the Tweed, they crossed the very ground that Digby had traversed with the fishermen on their journey from the river to the camp. The stark landscape, marked by the changes wrought by man, stirred a deep response in Athos’s sensitive imagination. While Athos focused intently on the desolate surroundings, Monk’s gaze remained fixed on Athos—watching him as he alternated between looking up at the sky and down at the earth, lost in thought and sighs.

Digby, initially stirred by the general’s last orders and the urgency in his voice, trailed the pair at a distance of about twenty paces. However, when the general turned, apparently surprised to find his orders unheeded, Digby realized his mistake and retreated to his tent. He assumed the general intended to conduct one of those discreet inspections that every seasoned captain undertakes before a decisive battle. In his mind, he rationalized Athos’s presence as a subordinate might interpret the mysterious actions of a leader.

Athos might be, and indeed, in Digby’s eyes, must be a spy, tasked with providing crucial information to the general. After a brief ten-minute walk through the closely clustered tents and posts near headquarters, Monk arrived at a small causeway that branched into three paths. The left path led to the river, the middle one to Newcastle Abbey on the marsh, and the right one crossed the first lines of Monk’s camp—the lines closest to Lambert’s army.

Beyond the river lay an advanced post of Monk’s army, which kept a watchful eye on the enemy. This post consisted of one hundred and fifty Scots who had swum across the Tweed. If they came under attack, they were to recross the river in the same way, raising the alarm. However, since there was no post at that location and Lambert’s soldiers were not as quick to take to the water as Monk’s men, the latter seemed less concerned about that flank.

On this side of the river, about five hundred paces from the old abbey, fishermen had settled among a cluster of small tents erected by soldiers from the neighboring clans, who had brought their wives and children along.

Bathed in the moonlight, the scene unfolded with vivid clarity. The half-shadows highlighted every detail, while the light—always flattering—lingered on the polished surfaces, showing the few intact points of each rusty musket and the cleanest, least tarnished sections of every worn canvas. Monk reached Athos, walking through the spot illuminated by both the moon’s silver splendor and the fiery red light from the meeting of three causeways. He paused and turned to Athos.

“Monsieur,” he said, “do you know the way?”

“General, if I’m not mistaken, the middle causeway leads directly to the abbey.”

“That’s correct, but we’ll need lights to navigate the vaults.” Monk glanced back. “Ah! I thought Digby was following us!” he exclaimed. “All the better; he can get us what we need.”

“Yes, general, there’s a man over there who has been trailing us for some time.”

“Digby!” Monk called out. “Digby!”

“Come here, if you please.”

Instead of obeying, the shadow reacted with surprise, retreating rather than approaching. It bent down and vanished along the jetty to the left, heading toward the fishermen’s lodgings. “It doesn’t seem to be Digby,” Monk remarked. Both he and Athos watched the shadow until it disappeared. However, it was not unusual for someone to be wandering about at eleven o’clock at night in a camp housing ten or eleven thousand men, so Monk and Athos felt no alarm at the figure’s disappearance.

“Since that’s the case,” Monk said, “we need a light—a lantern, a torch, or something to help us see where we’re stepping. Let’s find that light.”

“General, the first soldier we encounter will provide us with one.”

“No,” Monk replied, wanting to ensure there was no collusion between the Comte de la Fère and the fishermen. “I would prefer one of those French sailors who came this evening to sell me their fish.”

“They leave tomorrow, and the secret will be safer with them. If word spreads through the Scottish army that treasures are hidden in the abbey at Newcastle, my Highlanders will believe there’s a fortune under every stone, and they won’t leave a single slab unturned.”

“Do as you think best, General,” Athos replied, his tone casual, showing that to him, a soldier or a fisherman was all the same—he had no preference. Monk approached the causeway where he had last seen the figure he mistook for Digby and encountered a patrol making its rounds among the tents, heading toward headquarters. He and his companion were stopped, gave the password, and continued on their way. A soldier, woken by the noise, unrolled his plaid and looked up to see what was happening.

“Ask him,” Monk said to Athos, “where the fishermen are. If I spoke to him, he’d recognize me.”

Athos approached the soldier, who pointed out the tent. Monk and Athos immediately turned in that direction. As they arrived, the general thought he saw a shadow similar to the one they had seen earlier slip into the tent. However, as they drew closer, he realized he must have been mistaken; all the occupants were sprawled together in a tangle of arms and legs, fast asleep. Worried that he might be suspected of plotting with some of his compatriots, Athos decided to stay outside the tent.

“Hola!” Monk called out in French, “Wake up!” A few of the sleepers stirred and got to their feet. “I need someone to light my way,” he continued.

“Your honor can count on us,” replied a voice that startled Athos. “Where do you wish us to go?”

“You’ll see. A light! Hurry!”

“Yes, your honor.”

“Would it please your honor if I accompanied you?”

“Whether it’s you or someone else makes little difference, as long as I have a light.”

“How peculiar!” Athos thought. “That man has a most unusual voice.”

“Bring some fire, you lot!” shouted the fisherman. “Hurry up!”

Then, speaking quietly to the nearest companion, he said, “Get a light ready, Menneville, and be prepared for anything.”

One of the fishermen struck a spark from a stone, ignited some tinder, and, with the help of a match, lit a lantern. The glow quickly filled the tent. “Are you ready, monsieur?” Monk asked Athos, who had turned away to shield his face from the light. “Yes, general,” he replied. “Ah! A French gentleman,” the leader of the fishermen muttered to himself.

“Peste! I’m tempted to assign you the commission, Menneville; he might recognize me. Light! Light!” This conversation happened at the back of the tent, spoken so softly that Monk couldn’t catch a word of it; he was, after all, engaged in conversation with Athos. Meanwhile, Menneville prepared himself, or rather awaited the orders from his leader. “Well?” Monk inquired.

“I’m ready, General,” said the fisherman. Monk, Athos, and the fisherman stepped out of the tent. “This is impossible!” Athos thought. “What dream could have put this in my head?”

“Go ahead; follow the middle causeway, and keep your stride steady,” Monk instructed the fisherman. They had barely taken twenty paces when the same shadow that had seemed to enter the tent emerged once more. It slithered along the ground, reached the piles, and, shielded by the low parapet lining the causeway, carefully watched the general’s progress. The three of them disappeared into the night’s haze.

They were walking toward Newcastle, the white stones looming before them like tombstones. After pausing for a moment under the porch, they entered. The door had been forced open with hatchets. In one corner, a group of four men slept soundly, confident that an attack would not come from that direction.

“Will these men be a hindrance?” Monk asked Athos.

“Not at all, monsieur. In fact, they’ll help us roll out the barrels, if you don’t mind.”

“You’re right.”

Though the post was deep in slumber, they stirred at the sound of the three visitors moving through the overgrown briars and grass that had overtaken the porch.

Monk provided the password and slipped into the depths of the convent, guided by the flickering light. He brought up the rear, closely observing Athos, his dirk hidden in his sleeve, ready to strike at the first sign of betrayal. But Athos moved with a calm confidence, navigating the chambers and courtyards with ease.

Every door and window in the building had been destroyed. Some doors had been burned on the spot, their charred remains still jagged from the flames, which had extinguished themselves, unable to burn through the sturdy oak secured with iron nails. As for the windows, with all the panes shattered, startled night birds took flight, escaping through the gaps as the torchlight flickered ominously.

At the same time, massive bats began to trace their wide, silent circles around the intruders, their shadows trembling on the high stone walls in the torch’s glow. Monk concluded that no man remained in the convent; the presence of wild creatures, frightened by their approach, confirmed this. After pushing through the debris and tearing away several branches of ivy that had taken over the solitude, Athos arrived at the vaults beneath the great hall, accessible only from the chapel. He stopped. “Here we are, General,” he said. “Is this the slab?”

“Yes.”

“Indeed, and here’s the ring—but it’s sealed into the stone.”

“We need a lever.”

“That should be easy enough to find.”

As they looked around, Athos and Monk spotted a small ash tree, about three inches thick, that had sprouted in the corner of the wall, its branches reaching toward a hidden window.

“Do you have a knife?” Monk asked the fisherman. “Yes, monsieur.”

“Then cut down this tree.”

The fisherman obeyed, though he managed to nick his cutlass in the process. Once the ash was cut and shaped into a lever, the three men made their way into the vault. “Stop right there,” Monk ordered the fisherman. “We’re about to dig up some powder; your light could be dangerous.”

The fisherman recoiled in fear but stayed at his post, while Monk and Athos slipped behind a column. At its base, a moonbeam shone through a crack, highlighting the very stone the Comte de la Fère had come so far to find. “This is it,” Athos said, gesturing to the Latin inscription.

“Yes,” Monk replied. Then, as if still ready to give the Frenchman a chance to avoid the issue, he continued, “Do you not notice that this vault has already been broken into and that several statues have been toppled?”

“My lord, you have no doubt heard that the religious devotion of your Scots often leads them to entrust the statues of the deceased with valuables they held in life. So, the soldiers believed treasures to be hidden under the pedestals of the statues that adorn most of these tombs. They have shattered both pedestal and statue. However, the tomb of the venerable canon we are dealing with is unadorned and without any monument. Its simplicity has protected it from the superstitious fears your Puritans always felt about sacrilege. Not a single piece of masonry from this tomb has been disturbed.”

“That is true,” Monk agreed.

Athos grasped the lever firmly. “Shall I help you?” Monk asked.

“Thank you, my lord, but I would prefer you not involve yourself in a task whose consequences you might not wish to bear,” Athos answered.

Monk lifted his gaze. “What do you mean by that, monsieur?”

“I mean—about that man—”

“Stop,” Monk interrupted. “I see what you’re concerned about. I’ll take charge.” He turned to the fisherman, whose silhouette was cast against the wall. “Come here, friend!” he commanded in English, his tone sharp.

The fisherman remained still. “That’s good,” he said, “he doesn’t understand English. Please, speak to me in English, monsieur.”

“My lord,” Athos replied, “I’ve often seen men in certain situations compose themselves enough not to respond to questions in a language they understand. The fisherman may be more knowledgeable than we think. I urge you to send him away, my lord.”

“Indeed,” Monk said, “he clearly wants me alone in this vault. No matter; we’ll proceed as planned. One man is as good as another, and we are alone.”

“My friend,” Monk said to the fisherman, “go back up the stairs we just descended and make sure no one disturbs us.” The fisherman nodded. “Leave your torch,” Monk added. “It would reveal your presence and could earn you a musket ball.”

The fisherman seemed to understand the warning; he set down the torch and disappeared into the shadows under the stairs. Monk picked up the torch and brought it to the base of the column. “Ah, so there is money hidden under this tomb?” he wondered.

“Yes, my lord; in just five minutes, you will have no doubt.”

At that moment, Athos gave a strong blow to the plaster, causing it to crack and open space for the lever’s point. He inserted the bar into the fissure, and soon large pieces of plaster began to come loose, rising like rounded slabs. The Comte de la Fère then seized the stones and tossed them aside with surprising strength.

“My lord,” Athos said, “this is clearly the masonry I mentioned.”

“Yes, but I still don’t see the casks,” Monk replied. “If I had a dagger,” Athos said, looking about, “you would see them shortly, monsieur. Unfortunately, I left mine in your tent.”

“I would gladly lend you mine,” Monk offered, “but the blade is too thin for such work.”

Athos looked around for something that could serve as a substitute weapon. Monk watched every movement of his hands and every flicker of his eyes. “Why not ask the fisherman for his cutlass?” Monk suggested. “He has one.”

“Ah, that’s right,” Athos said, recalling how the fisherman had used it to cut down the tree. He made his way toward the stairs.

“Friend,” he said to the fisherman, “please toss me your cutlass. I need it.”

The sound of the weapon clattering down the steps echoed in the air. “Take it,” said Monk. “It’s a sturdy tool, and a strong hand could wield it well.”

Athos seemed to take Monk’s words in their literal and natural sense. He didn’t seem to notice—or at least pretended not to—that when he returned with the cutlass, Monk stepped back, placing his left hand on the grip of his pistol while his right hand was already holding a dirk. Athos then turned his back to Monk, putting his life at risk, completely defenseless. He began to strike the plaster with remarkable skill and precision, chipping away until it split apart, revealing two barrels nestled end to end, held steady by their chalky casing. “My lord,” Athos said, “you see that my instincts were correct.”

“Yes, monsieur,” Monk replied. “And I have every reason to believe you are satisfied; are you not?”

“Indeed, I am. The loss of this gold would have been devastating to me. But I was sure that God, who watches over a just cause, would not allow this gold—meant to ensure its victory—to be wasted on lesser things.”

“You are, upon my honor, as mysterious in your words as in your actions, monsieur,” Monk replied. “Just now, I struggled to understand your reluctance to let me take responsibility for our work.”

“I had my reasons, my lord.”

“And now you speak of the good cause. What do you mean by ‘the good cause’? At this moment in England, we are fighting for five or six causes, and yet everyone believes their own is not only the good cause but the best. What is yours, monsieur? Speak frankly, so we can determine if, on this matter you clearly value, we share the same opinion.”

Athos fixed Monk with a penetrating gaze that seemed to challenge him to hide a single thought. Then, removing his hat, he began in a solemn tone. Meanwhile, Monk, with one hand resting on his face, let his long, nervous fingers press against his mustache and beard, his vague, melancholy eyes wandering through the shadows of the vaults.




Chapter XXVI: Heart and Mind

“My lord,” said the Comte de la Fère, “you are a noble Englishman, a loyal man; you are speaking to a noble Frenchman, a man of principle. The gold contained in these two casks before us—I previously called it mine. I was mistaken; it was the first lie I have ever told, though only a temporary one. This gold belongs to King Charles II, exiled from his homeland, driven from his palaces, an orphan of both his father and his throne. He has been stripped of everything, even the bittersweet comfort of kneeling before the stone engraved by his father’s murderers: ‘HERE LIES CHARLES I.’”

Monk’s face paled slightly, and a subtle shiver passed over his skin, raising his gray mustache. “I,” Athos continued, “I, Comte de la Fère, the last and only faithful friend the poor abandoned prince has left, have come to offer him my support. I have come here to find the man upon whom the fate of royalty and England now rests. I have placed myself before this man, unarmed and vulnerable, saying: ‘My lord, here are the last resources of a prince whom God made your master, whom his birth made your king; upon you, and you alone, depend his life and future.’”

Will you use this money to help heal England from the wounds inflicted by anarchy? In other words, will you support King Charles II, or at the very least, allow him to act? You are the master, the king—an all-powerful ruler—because sometimes fate can disrupt the plans of time and God.

I stand here alone with you, my lord. If thoughts of divided loyalties disturb you, if my presence troubles you, remember that you are armed, and there is already a grave prepared. But if your cause truly inspires you, if you are truly what you claim—that your actions align with your beliefs, and your beliefs with your heart—then here lies the opportunity to forever defeat your enemy, Charles Stuart.

So, kill the man before you, for he will not return to the one who sent him without bringing with him the legacy that Charles I, his father, entrusted to him. Keep the gold that could sustain the civil war. Alas!

“My lord, this is the fate of the unfortunate prince. He must either corrupt or kill, for everything resists him, everything repels him, everything stands against him. Yet he bears a divine mark and must, to honor his bloodline, reclaim the throne or die on his country’s sacred soil.”

“My lord, you have heard me. To anyone else but the distinguished man before me, I would have said: ‘My lord, you are poor; the king offers you this million as part of an enormous bargain. Accept it, serve Charles II as I served Charles I, and I am confident that God—who hears us, sees us, and alone truly knows your heart—will grant you a happy eternal life after death.’

But to General Monk, the renowned man whose qualities I believe I have measured, I say: ‘My lord, in the histories of nations and kings, a brilliant place awaits you, an immortal, imperishable glory. If, moved solely by your country’s good and the cause of justice, you choose to support your king, you will accomplish something far greater than conquest alone. Many have been conquerors and celebrated usurpers; you, my lord, will be content to be the most virtuous, honest, and incorruptible of men. You will have held a crown in your hand, and instead of taking it for yourself, you will have placed it on the head of its rightful owner. Oh, my lord, act this way, and history will remember your name above all others.’”

Athos stopped.

Throughout the noble gentleman’s speech, Monk remained completely impassive, showing neither approval nor disapproval. Even during this passionate appeal, his eyes lacked the spark that showed understanding. The Comte de la Fère watched him with a heavy heart, feeling deep discouragement settle upon him.

At last, Monk seemed to regain his composure and broke the silence. “Monsieur,” he said, his voice calm and measured, “in response to your words, I will echo your own sentiments. To anyone else, I would respond with rejection, imprisonment, or worse, for you both tempt and compel me. Yet you are one of those rare individuals to whom it is impossible not to give the attention and respect you deserve. You are a brave gentleman, monsieur—I say this as one who knows.”

“You just spoke of a deposit that the late king gave you for his son—are you one of those Frenchmen who, as I’ve heard, tried to save Charles I. from Whitehall?”

“Yes, my lord; I was the one who stood beneath the scaffold at the execution. I, who could not save him, received the blood of the martyred king on my forehead. At that moment, I also heard Charles I.’s final word; he looked at me and said, ‘REMEMBER!’ By that he meant the money at your feet, my lord.”

“I have heard much about you, monsieur,” Monk replied, “but I am glad to have formed my own opinion of you rather than rely only on others’ accounts. I will share with you insights I have told no one else, so you will see the difference I place between you and those who have come before.”

Athos bowed, eager to hear the rare and valuable words coming from Monk, like dew in the desert. “You mentioned Charles II.,” Monk continued, “but tell me, what does that phantom of a king mean to me? I have grown old in a war and a policy so complex that now every man of the sword must fight for his own rights or ambitions, not just follow an officer as in former wars.”

For myself, I want little, yet I fear much. The fate of England—and perhaps every Englishman—hangs in the balance of today’s war. How can you expect me, having won my own freedom, to extend my hands toward the shackles of a stranger? That is all Charles means to me. He has fought battles here and lost, marking him as a poor captain; he has failed in every negotiation, proving himself a bad diplomat; he has displayed his needs and miseries




Chapter XXVIII: Smuggling

Two days after the events we’ve just described, while General Monk was expected any moment at the camp he had yet to return to, a small Dutch felucca, crewed by eleven men, anchored off the coast of Scheveningen, nearly within cannon range of the port. The night was dark and the tide was rising steadily; it was the perfect opportunity to land passengers and cargo.

The roadstead of Scheveningen forms a broad crescent. It isn’t very deep or particularly safe, which is why only large Flemish hoys and some Dutch fishing boats—drawn up on rollers like the ancient vessels described by Virgil—are ever seen there. As the tide rises and moves inland, it’s unwise to bring the ships too close to shore; if the wind picks up, their prows can easily get stuck in the sand. The sand along that coast is spongy—it absorbs readily but releases only with difficulty.

For this reason, a boat was sent from the felucca as soon as it anchored, carrying eight sailors. Among them was a large, oblong object, resembling a sizable basket or bale.

The shore was deserted; the few fishermen who called this place home had long since gone to bed. The lone sentinel stationed on the coast—a poorly guarded area, since large ships couldn’t land—had not followed the fishermen to sleep. Instead, he copied them in one way, sleeping soundly at the back of his watch-box, wholly unaware of the world around him. The only sound that disturbed the silence was the soft whistling of the night breeze passing through the bushes and brambles of the dunes.

Yet the approaching figures were clearly cautious, for this genuine silence and apparent solitude did not put them at ease. Their boat, little more than a dark shadow on the sea, glided silently toward the shore, avoiding the use of oars to remain undetected. As it finally touched land, a single man leaped from the boat, giving a brief command that showed he was used to being obeyed.

As a result of this order, several muskets gleamed in the dim light reflected from the sea, that vast mirror of the sky. The oblong bale previously mentioned, likely containing some contraband, was carefully transported to shore with great caution.

Shortly after, the first man to land set off at a brisk pace, making his way diagonally toward the village of Scheveningen, aiming for the nearest edge of the woods. There, he sought out the modest house where the man referred to, by courtesy, as the king of England was temporarily residing.

All was quiet inside, just as it was everywhere else, except for a large dog—similar to those the fishermen of Scheveningen harness to small carts to transport fish to The Hague—who began to bark fiercely as soon as the stranger’s footsteps echoed beneath the windows. Rather than alarming the newly arrived man, the dog’s vigilance seemed to please him greatly; after all, his own voice might not have been enough to wake the occupants of the house. With so lively an assistant, his own call was almost unnecessary.

The stranger waited patiently for the dog’s resonant barks to have their effect, and then finally called out himself.

Upon hearing his voice, the dog launched into a furious roar, so intense that another voice soon emerged from within, soothing the animal. With that, the dog fell silent. “What do you want?” the voice asked, weak, fractured, yet polite.

“I seek his Majesty King Charles II, King of England,” replied the stranger.

“What do you want with him?”

“I wish to speak with him.”

“And who are you?”

“Ah! Mordioux!”

“You ask too much; I don’t like speaking through doors.”

“Just tell me your name.”

“I would rather not declare my name out here either. Besides, you can rest assured I won’t eat your dog, and I hope to God he’ll be just as reserved with me.”

“You bring news, perhaps, monsieur? You do, don’t you?” said the voice, patient yet querulous, like that of an old man. “I assure you, I bring news you could not have expected. Open the door, please, hein?”

“Monsieur,” the old man persisted, “do you truly believe that your news is worth waking the king?”

“For God’s sake, my dear monsieur, unbolt the door! You won’t regret it, I swear. I’m worth my weight in gold, parole d’honneur!”

“Monsieur, I can’t open the door until you tell me your name.”

“Must I, then?”

“It is by my master’s order, monsieur.”

“Very well, my name is—but I warn you, my name will tell you absolutely nothing.”

“Never mind, just say it anyway.”

“Well, I am the Chevalier d’Artagnan.”

The voice on the other side of the door gasped. “Oh! Good heavens!”

“Monsieur d’Artagnan! What a delight! I thought I recognized that voice.”

“Humph!” replied D’Artagnan. “So my voice is known here! How flattering.”

“Oh yes, we know it well,” said the old man as he drew back the bolts. “And here’s proof.” With that, he opened the door, letting D’Artagnan enter. By lantern light, D’Artagnan recognized his persistent interlocutor.

“Ah! Mordioux!” he exclaimed. “Why, it’s Parry! I should have known.”

“Indeed, it is I, my dear Monsieur d’Artagnan. What a joy to see you again!”

“You are absolutely right—what a joy!” D’Artagnan said, warmly shaking the old man’s hand. “Now, you’ll go and inform the king, won’t you?”

“But the king is asleep, my dear monsieur.”

“Mordioux! Then wake him.”

“He won’t scold you for disturbing him, I promise you.”

“You’re here on behalf of the count, aren’t you?”

“The Comte de la Fère?”

“From Athos?”

“Ma foi! No; I’m here for myself. Come, Parry, quickly! I need to see the king.”

Parry saw there was no point in resisting. He knew D’Artagnan well; despite being a Gascon, he always kept his word. He crossed the courtyard and a small garden, calming the dog that looked eager to taste the musketeer’s flesh, and approached the window of a ground-floor room in a quaint pavilion. Almost immediately, a small dog inside responded to the barking of the larger one outside.

“Poor king!” D’Artagnan thought. “These are his bodyguards. It’s true he isn’t badly protected with them.”

“What do you want with me?” the king called from the back of the room. “Sire, it is M. le Chevalier d’Artagnan, who brings you news.”

A noise echoed through the room as a door swung open, flooding the corridor and garden with light. The king was working by lamplight, with scattered papers all over his desk. He had started a letter, as shown by the many cross-outs—evidence of how difficult he found its composition.

“Come in, Monsieur le Chevalier,” he said, turning around. Then, noticing the fisherman, he asked, “What do you mean, Parry? Where is Monsieur le Chevalier d’Artagnan?”

“He is right before you, sire,” replied M. d’Artagnan.

“What, in that costume?”

“Yes; look at me, sire. Don’t you remember seeing me at Blois, in the antechamber of King Louis XIV.?”

“Yes, monsieur, I remember. I was very pleased with you.”

D’Artagnan bowed. “It was my duty to behave as I did, once I realized I had the honor to be near your majesty.”

“You bring news, then?”

“Yes, sire.”

“From the king of France?”

“Ma foi! No, sire,” D’Artagnan replied. “You must have noticed that the king of France is only concerned with his own interests.”

Charles looked up to the heavens. “No, sire, no,” D’Artagnan went on. “I bring news that is entirely personal.”

“Even so, I hope Your Majesty will consider the facts and news favorably.”

“Speak, monsieur.”

“If I am not mistaken, sire, you spoke at Blois about England’s troubled state of affairs.”

Charles flushed. “Monsieur,” he replied, “I was speaking to the King of France—”

“Oh, Your Majesty is mistaken,” the musketeer calmly interrupted. “I know how to speak to kings in misfortune. It is only in hard times that they seek me out; when fortune returns, they forget me. Because of that, I hold for Your Majesty not just deep respect, but even more, the most absolute devotion. And believe me, sire, that means something. Hearing your laments, I saw how noble and generous you were in bearing hardship with dignity.”

“Indeed!” Charles said, surprised. “I hardly know whether to admire your honesty or your respect.”

“You’ll decide soon enough, sire,” D’Artagnan replied.

“Then your majesty told your brother, Louis XIV, of your frustrations in returning to England and reclaiming your throne, due to lacking men and money.”

Charles sighed impatiently.

“And the biggest obstacle you faced,” D’Artagnan continued, “was a certain general leading the Parliamentary armies, who was acting much like another Cromwell. Didn’t you say as much, your majesty?”

“Yes, but I must remind you, monsieur, those were words meant only for the king’s ears.”

“And you will see, sire, it’s fortunate that they reached the ears of his lieutenant of musketeers. That troublesome man you mentioned was General Monk, if I recall correctly, sire?”

“Yes, monsieur, but again, to what end are all these questions?”

“Oh! I understand, sire, that etiquette forbids questioning a king. Still, I hope you’ll forgive my breach of protocol this once.”

“Your Majesty,” he added, “if only you could see him, speak to him, and meet him face to face, you would triumph over that obstacle—the one true, formidable barrier—either through force or persuasion.”

“That is true, Monsieur. My fate, my future, my obscurity or glory, all depend on that man. But what conclusion do you draw?”

“Only one: if General Monk is as much an obstacle as you say, you must either remove him or win him over.”

“But, Monsieur, a king without an army or money, as I said to my brother Louis, has no way to act against a man like Monk.”

“Yes, sire, that is your opinion, and I understand it. But, fortunately for you, it’s not mine.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I mean that, without an army or fortune, I’ve accomplished what you thought possible only with both.”

“What? What are you saying? What have you done?”

“What have I done? Well, sire, I went and confronted the man who troubles you so.”

“In England?”

“Exactly, sire.”

“You went to confront Monk in England?”

“Should I have done otherwise, sire?”

“Truly, you are mad, Monsieur!”

“Not at all, sire.”

“You met Monk?”

“Yes, sire.”

“Where?”

“In the heart of his camp.”

The king shuddered with impatience.

“And having captured him at the causeway of Newcastle, I now bring him to Your Majesty,” D’Artagnan said simply.

“You bring him to me!” the king exclaimed, his voice showing both shock and disbelief.

“Yes, sire,” D’Artagnan replied, matching the king’s tone, “I bring him to you; he’s downstairs, in a large chest with air holes drilled into it.”

“Good God!”

“Oh, don’t be alarmed, sire. We took every precaution. He’s in perfect health and fine condition. Would Your Majesty like to see him, speak with him, or shall we throw him into the sea?”

“Oh, heavens!” Charles gasped. “Oh, heavens! Is this true, monsieur?”

“Do you really insult me by thinking this is a joke? What you’ve just heard is an act of sheer daring and genius, unheard of—unbelievable!”

“May I open the window, Your Majesty?” D’Artagnan asked, already moving to do so even before waiting for permission. He gave a sharp, long whistle, repeating it three times into the still night. “There! He will be brought to you, Your Majesty.”




Chapter XXIX: Fear He Has Placed His Money and That of Planchet in the Sinking Fund

The king tried to hide his surprise, glancing between the beaming musketeer and the dark window that opened into the night. Before he could collect his thoughts, eight of D’Artagnan’s men—two had remained to guard the boat—carried into the house, where Parry waited, an oblong object that carried the fate of England within it.

Before leaving Calais, D’Artagnan had ordered a kind of coffin, spacious and deep enough for a man to turn around comfortably inside. The bottom and sides were properly cushioned, creating a soft bed that would prevent the rolling ship from turning this cage into a trap. The small grate D’Artagnan had mentioned to the king, similar to a helmet’s visor, was positioned right in front of the man’s face. It was designed so that even the slightest cry would set off a mechanism to muffle the sound, and, if needed, the person making it.

D’Artagnan knew both his crew and his prisoner very well. Throughout the voyage, he had battled two fears: that the general might choose death over this kind of imprisonment, possibly by choking on his own words, or that his guards might be tempted by the prisoner’s offers and imprison D’Artagnan in Monk’s place.

To avoid these dangers, D’Artagnan stayed close to the coffin for the entire two days and nights of the journey, alone with the general. He offered him food and wine, both of which the general refused, while continually trying to comfort him about what awaited at the end of this bizarre captivity. With two pistols on the table and his sword drawn, D’Artagnan felt secure against any threat from outside.

Once they reached Scheveningen, his worries eased somewhat. His men were anxious about running into trouble with the local lords, but he had the support of Menneville, who had always served him loyally as a lieutenant and had been a valuable ally throughout their ordeal.

Menneville, not being a base character, had more to lose than the others, as he possessed a deeper sense of responsibility. He imagined a future serving D’Artagnan and would have accepted death sooner than betray his leader’s orders. So, after landing, D’Artagnan put him in charge of the chest and the general’s welfare. He was also the one D’Artagnan instructed to have the chest brought by the seven men the moment he heard the triple whistle. As we’ve seen, the lieutenant obeyed without hesitation.

Once the coffer was inside the house, D’Artagnan dismissed his men with a warm smile, saying, “Gentlemen, you have done a great service to King Charles II., who will be king of England in less than six weeks.”

“Your reward will be doubled. Return to the boat and wait for me.” With that, they departed, their shouts of joy so loud that even the dog was startled.

D’Artagnan had the coffer taken as far as the king’s antechamber. He quietly closed the door behind him, then opened the coffer and addressed the general.

“General, I owe you a thousand apologies. My conduct has not shown the respect I have for a man of your stature. I wanted you to see me only as the captain of a ship. Besides, England is not the easiest place for transports. I hope you’ll understand all of this.”

“But now, General, you’re free to stand up and move around,” he said, cutting the bonds that held the general’s arms and hands. The general stood, only to sit back down, his face that of a man expecting death. D’Artagnan opened the door to Charles’s study and announced, “Sire, here is your enemy, M. Monk. I promised to deliver this service to your majesty, and it is done. Now, you may give whatever orders you wish.”

“Monk,” he said, turning to the prisoner, “you stand before his Majesty Charles II, sovereign lord of Great Britain.”

Monk met the prince’s eyes coldly and replied, “I recognize no king of Great Britain; I see no one here worthy of the title of gentleman. It was in the name of King Charles II that an emissary, whom I believed honest, trapped me in a vile snare. I have fallen into that trap; so be it. And you, the tempter,” he said to the king, “and you, the executor,” he continued, looking at D’Artagnan, “remember this: you hold my body and may kill it. I advise you to do so, for you will never have my mind or my will. Now, do not ask me a single question, for from this moment on, I will not speak a word, not even a cry. I have spoken.”

He delivered these words with the fierce, unwavering resolve of the staunchest Puritan.

D’Artagnan looked at his prisoner with the understanding of a man who knows the impact of every word, judging its meaning by its tone. “The truth is,” he whispered to the king, “the general is a stubborn man; he hasn’t eaten or drunk anything during our two-day journey. But now, as your majesty must decide his fate, I wash my hands of him.”

Monk stood tall, pale, and resigned, his eyes fixed and arms crossed. D’Artagnan turned to him. “You must understand,” he said, “that while your speech is impressive, it helps no one, not even you. His majesty wanted to speak with you, but you refused the opportunity. Now that you’re face to face and here against your will, why stick to these self-imposed restrictions, which I find both pointless and absurd?”

“Speak! For goodness’ sake! Just say ‘No’ if nothing else.”

Monk remained silent, his lips shut and his gaze steady. He stroked his mustache thoughtfully, a gesture that revealed his troubled state. Meanwhile, Charles II. had fallen into a deep reflection. For the first time, he stood before Monk—the man he had so longed to meet. With the sharp intuition granted to eagles and monarchs, he had seen into the depths of Monk’s heart.

He looked at Monk, certain the man would rather die than speak—a feeling understandable for a man of such significance, enduring such mental anguish at that moment. Charles II. made one of those decisions that an ordinary man might risk his life for, a general his fortune, and a king his realm. “Monsieur,” he said to Monk, “you are quite right on certain points; therefore, I will not ask you to answer, but rather to listen.”

A brief pause followed as the king regarded Monk, who stayed unmoved. “You have just made a painful accusation against me, monsieur,” the king continued. “You claim that one of my emissaries went to Newcastle to trap you, a charge that, I must add, M. d’Artagnan here cannot comprehend. To him, I owe my sincere thanks for his generous and heroic devotion.”

D’Artagnan bowed respectfully, but Monk showed no response.

“For M. d’Artagnan—and let me be clear, M. Monk, I am not making excuses—M. d’Artagnan,” the king continued, “went to England of his own free will, without personal gain, without orders, and without hope, like the true gentleman he is. He did so to serve an unfortunate king and to add another glorious act to a life already full of distinguished deeds.”

D’Artagnan felt a blush rise and cleared his throat to compose himself. Monk was unmoved. “You don’t believe what I’m telling you, do you, M. Monk?”

“Monk,” the king added, “I understand your doubt—such devotion is so rare it’s easy to question if it’s genuine.”

“Sire, it would be wrong not to believe you,” D’Artagnan spoke up passionately. “What your majesty said is absolutely true, and the truth is so exact that I fear my actions in bringing the general may have ruined everything. If so, I am truly despondent.”

“Monsieur d’Artagnan,” the king replied, taking the musketeer’s hand, “you have served me as well as if you had secured the success of my cause. You have introduced me to an unknown friend, someone to whom I will always be grateful and whom I will greatly value.” The king squeezed his hand warmly. “And,” he added, turning to Monk, “an adversary whom I will now treat with the respect he deserves.”

For a moment, the Puritan’s eyes flashed, then quickly returned to their usual severity. “Then, Monsieur d’Artagnan,” Charles continued, “here’s what was about to happen: M. le Comte de la Fère, whom you know, has set out for Newcastle.”

“What, Athos!” D’Artagnan exclaimed in surprise.

“Yes, that was his nom de guerre. The Comte de la Fère had left for Newcastle, probably intending to bring the general to meet with me or my friends, when you interrupted those negotiations somewhat forcefully.”

“Mordioux!” D’Artagnan exclaimed. “He came to the camp on the very night I got into it with my fishermen—”

An almost imperceptible frown crossed Monk’s brow, signaling to D’Artagnan that he had guessed right. “Yes, yes,” he muttered. “I thought I recognized him; I even thought I knew his voice. What a fool I am! Oh, sire, forgive me!”

“I thought I had successfully steered my ship.”

“There’s nothing wrong with that, sir,” the king replied, “except that the general accuses me of laying a trap for him, which is simply untrue. No, general, those are not the tactics I meant to use with you, as you will soon see. In the meantime, I give you my word as a gentleman—please, believe me! Now, Monsieur d’Artagnan, may I have a word with you?”

“I’m all ears, sire.”




Chapter XXXI: Monk Reveals Himself

D’Artagnan, although he had hoped for greater success, hadn’t fully understood the seriousness of his situation. It was a confusing and weighty problem: Athos’s journey to England, the alliance between the king and Athos, and the strange way his own plans had intersected with those of the Comte de la Fere. The wisest choice was to let events run their course. A mistake had been made, and though he’d fulfilled his promise, D’Artagnan realized his success had brought him nothing. With everything on the line, he knew he couldn’t risk anything more.

D’Artagnan followed Monk through his camp, where the general’s return caused a remarkable change. The men had thought him lost, and their joy was clear. Yet Monk, with his cold expression and stern demeanor, seemed to challenge the enthusiasm of his eager lieutenants and delighted soldiers. Speaking to the lieutenants who had rushed to greet him, their faces revealing the anxiety they felt during his absence, he asked:

“What is this?” he inquired. “Must I answer for myself?”

“But, sir, the sheep may well tremble when their shepherd is gone.”

“Tremble!” Monk replied, his voice calm but powerful. “Ah, monsieur, what a word! I swear, my sheep have both teeth and claws; I refuse to be their shepherd. So, you tremble, gentlemen, do you?”

“Yes, general, for your safety.”

“Oh!”

“Take care of your own business. I may lack the cleverness given to Oliver Cromwell, but I’ve got what God has given me, and I’m satisfied, however little that may be.”

The officer didn’t reply. Monk, having quieted his men, left them convinced he had either accomplished something important or gone through a great challenge. This revealed little understanding of his patience and methodical nature. Monk, although allied with the Puritans, must have sent thanks to the patron saint who delivered him from the grasp of M. d’Artagnan. Meanwhile, our musketeer kept murmuring,

“God grant that M. Monk doesn’t have the same pride I do; for I must say that if I had been shut up in a coffer with a grille over my mouth and shipped like a calf across the sea, I’d long remember how ridiculous I’d looked in that box. I’d hold a deep grudge toward the one who put me there. The idea of seeing a mocking grin on the face of that scoundrel, or seeing anyone imitate my situation in jest, would make me shudder. Mordioux! I’d stab him in the throat as revenge for the grating and put him in a real coffin for leaving me to grow moldy in a fake one for two days.”

D’Artagnan was sincere when he said this; after all, our Gascon’s skin was quite thin. Luckily, Monk had other plans. He never brought up the past to his reluctant captor but instead drew him into his inner circle during his responsibilities. He included D’Artagnan in several reconnaissance missions, clearly wanting what he valued most—a reconciliation in D’Artagnan’s eyes. The latter played the master flatterer, praising Monk’s tactics and the organization of his camp. He joked about the circumvallations of Lambert’s camp, quipping that it was pointless for Lambert to enclose a camp for twenty thousand men when an acre would have sufficed for the corporal and fifty loyal guards.

When he arrived, Monk accepted Lambert’s offer for a meeting, which the lieutenants had previously refused, saying the general wasn’t well enough.

The meeting was neither long nor very exciting. Lambert pressed his rival for a declaration of loyalty, to which Monk replied that he had no opinion but that of the majority. Lambert then suggested it might be better to resolve their differences through alliance rather than conflict. Monk asked for a week to think it over. Lambert could not refuse this, even though he had come intending to overwhelm Monk’s army. So, at the end of the meeting—watched impatiently by Lambert’s followers—nothing was decided. There would be neither treaty nor battle, leaving the rebel army in uncertainty.

d’Artagnan had expected this change; he began to favor the noble side over the base, and the parliament—imperfect as it was—over the empty ambitions of Lambert. They reminisced about the feasts in London, the generous flow of ale and sherry given by the citizens to their soldiers. They looked at the grim black war bread and the rough waters of the Tweed—too salty to drink, not salty enough to cook with—and wondered, “Aren’t the roast meats kept warm for Monk in London?”

From then on, desertion was heard about in Lambert’s army. The soldiers followed principles, which—as with discipline—unite any group for a common cause. Monk defended the parliament, while Lambert fought against it. Though Monk had no stronger wish to help parliament than Lambert did, he emblazoned his standards with its name, leaving his opponents to label their own with “Rebellion,” a name that sat poorly with Puritan values. So they left Lambert for Monk, just as repentant sinners once turned from Baal to God.

Monk calculated that with a thousand desertions a day, Lambert’s men would last for twenty days. But the speed of decline soon outpaced the calculation. The first day, a hundred men left; five hundred the second; and a thousand on the third. Monk thought he understood the trend, but the numbers only grew—one thousand, two thousand, then four thousand. A week later, Lambert realized he couldn’t afford to risk a battle, even if offered. He wisely chose to retreat at night, heading back to London to try to gather what was left of his forces.

Meanwhile, Monk marched toward London with the confidence of a conqueror, growing his army with each new group he met. He set up camp at Barnet, just four leagues from the capital, welcomed by Parliament as their protector, and awaited by a public eager to see him and judge for themselves. Even D’Artagnan, unable to guess Monk’s plans, could only watch and marvel.

Monk couldn’t enter London decisively without risking civil war. He paused for a short time. Then, when it was least expected, Monk expelled the military faction from London and took control of the city for Parliament. Just as public criticism began to rise against him, and the soldiers turned against their own leader, Monk, confident in his support, declared to the Rump Parliament that it must dissolve so a real government could be formed. He did this backed by fifty thousand armed supporters, and that evening, five thousand joyful citizens joined him in celebration.

At last, as the people celebrated their victories and held feasts in the streets, they began to look for a leader. Then it was reported that a ship had left the Hague, carrying King Charles II and the hope of his return.

“Gentlemen,” Monk told his officers, “I’m going to meet the rightful king. Those who want to follow me can.” A wave of cheers replied, and D’Artagnan felt a rush of joy at the announcement. “Mordioux!” he said to Monk, “that is daring!”

“You’re coming with me, aren’t you?” Monk asked.

“Of course, general. But please, tell me what you wrote to Athos—the Comte de la Fère—the day we arrived?”

“I have no secrets from you now,” Monk said.

“I wrote these words: ‘Sire, I expect your majesty in six weeks at Dover.’”

“Ah!” D’Artagnan exclaimed, “I don’t call it bold anymore; I call it genius! It’s a masterstroke!”

“You have an eye for these things,” Monk replied. This was the only time the general ever alluded to his trip to Holland.




Chapter XXXII: Athos and D’Artagnan Reunite at the Hostelry of the Corne du Cerf

The King of England made his grand entrance into Dover with great pomp, just as he would later in London. He had summoned his brothers and brought along his mother and sister.

For so long, England had been left to itself—immersed in tyranny, mediocrity, and absurdity—that the return of Charles II, known to the English only as the son of the man they had executed, became a grand celebration across the three kingdoms. The outpouring of good wishes and acclamations that greeted his return deeply moved the young king. He leaned toward his younger brother, James of York, and whispered, “It seems, James, that our long absence was our own doing, considering how beloved we are here!”

The spectacle was magnificent, blessed by beautiful weather that added to the solemnity of the occasion. Charles seemed to reclaim his youth and good humor, appearing almost transformed, as if the hearts of the people smiled upon him like the sun. Amid the throng of courtiers and admirers—who seemed to forget they had once sent the new king’s father to the scaffold at Whitehall—stood a man dressed as a lieutenant of musketeers. With a smile playing on his thin, intellectual lips, he alternated his gaze between the jubilant crowd and the prince, who feigned emotion and bowed particularly to the ladies, whose bouquets tumbled beneath his horse’s hooves.

“What a fine career it is, being a king!” the man thought, so absorbed in his reflections that he paused in the road to let the procession pass by.

“Now, in all honesty, there stands a prince, adorned with gold and diamonds, his attire blooming with flowers like a spring meadow. He’s about to plunge his empty hands into the vast coffer where his once disloyal, but now loyal, subjects have deposited cartloads of gold ingots. They shower him with enough bouquets to smother him; yet, had he appeared before them just two months ago, they would have fired as many bullets and cannonballs at him as they now throw flowers. Truly, it matters where you are born, with all due respect to the humble who claim otherwise.”

As the procession went on, the king’s cheers began to fade as they neared the palace. This did not spare our officer from being jostled. “Mordioux!” he exclaimed, “These people are crushing my toes and don’t even notice me—if not entirely disregard me—because they are English and I am French. If you asked any of them, ‘Who is M. d’Artagnan?’ they would reply, ‘Nescio vos.’ But if someone said, ‘There goes the king,’ or ‘There’s M. Monk,’ as Monk passed by, they would scatter, shouting, ‘Vive le roi! Vive M. Monk!’ until their voices ran out. Yet,” he continued, regarding the dispersing crowd with a gaze at times sharp, at times proud, “think for a moment, good people, about what your king has done, what M. Monk has done, and then consider the actions of this poor unknown, called M. d’Artagnan! Of course, you don’t know him, for he is a stranger here, which makes it hard for you to reflect on it!

But what does it matter? None of that lessens Charles II’s greatness as a king, even after twelve years of exile, nor does it detract from M. Monk’s fame as a formidable captain, despite his odd journey to Holland in a box. So, since we acknowledge one as a great king and the other as a great captain—‘Hurrah for King Charles II! Hurrah for General Monk!’” His voice rang above the others, merging with the cheers of hundreds of spectators and echoing briefly.

Then, to complete the picture of devotion, he took off his hat and waved it enthusiastically. Just then, someone grabbed his arm at the height of his fervent loyalty. (In 1660, this was called loyalty to the crown, something we now call royalism.)

“Athos!” D’Artagnan exclaimed, spotting his friend. The two men clasped each other’s hands tightly. “You’re here!—and since you are, my dear comte, you’re not in the crowd of courtiers! What! You, the hero of the celebration, aren’t walking beside the king like M. Monk is riding on the right? Honestly, I can’t make sense of your character, nor that of the prince who owes you so much!”

“Always so scornful, my dear D’Artagnan!” Athos replied. “Will you ever get rid of that bad habit?”

“But you’re not part of the event?”

“I am not, because I chose not to be.”

“And why did you choose that?”

“Because I am neither an envoy, nor an ambassador, nor a representative of the king of France. It would not be proper for me to place myself so close to the person of another king, other than the one God has put over me.”

“Mordioux! You were quite close to the king’s father.”

“That was different, my friend; he was near death.”

“And yet what you did for him—”

“I did it because it was my duty. But you know I hate every kind of display. Let King Charles II, who no longer needs my services, allow me my peace and shadows; that’s all I ask of him.”

D’Artagnan sighed.

“What troubles you?” Athos asked. “One would think that this joyful return of the king to London would raise your spirits, my friend—especially since you’ve done about as much for His Majesty as I have.”

“Have I not,” D’Artagnan replied with his characteristic Gascon laugh, “done a lot for His Majesty, and all without anyone knowing it?”

“Yes, yes, but the king knows, my friend,” Athos insisted.

“He knows?” the musketeer said bitterly. “By my faith! I didn’t know that, and just now, I was trying to forget it myself.”

“But he, my friend, won’t forget it. I can assure you.”

“You say that to cheer me up, Athos.”

“For what reason?”

“Mordioux! For all the money I’ve spent.”

“I have ruined myself, my friend—ruined myself for the restoration of this young prince who just passed, riding his isabelle-colored horse.”

“The king may not know that you have ruined yourself, my friend, but he certainly knows he owes you a lot.”

“And tell me, Athos, does that help me at all? To be honest, you acted nobly. But I—I, who seemed to spoil your plans, ended up making them succeed. If you follow my argument, you might see that you would not have convinced General Monk by persuasion or kindness. It was my rough handling of the dear general that gave your prince the opportunity to show his generosity. That generosity was inspired by my lucky blunder, and Charles now enjoys the restoration thanks to Monk.”

“All of that, my dear friend, is unarguably true,” Athos replied. “But, as strikingly true as it may be, it is also true that I will return—much respected by M. Monk, who calls me ‘dear captain’ all day long, though I am neither dear to him nor a captain. And I will be valued by the king, who has already forgotten my name. Yet, I must say, I will go back to my beloved country, cursed by the soldiers I gathered with promises of rich pay, and cursed by brave Planchet, from whom I borrowed a part of his fortune.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“What does Planchet have to do with all this?”

“Ah, yes, my friend. This king—so well-dressed, so cheerful, so beloved—M. Monk thinks he brought him back, you think you helped him, I think I restored him, the people believe they reclaimed him, and he believes he negotiated his return. Yet none of this is true. Charles II, king of England, Scotland, and Ireland, was restored to the throne by a French grocer named Planchet, who lives on Rue des Lombards. And that is grandeur! ‘Vanity!’ says the Scripture: vanity, all is vanity.”

Athos couldn’t help but laugh at his friend’s whimsical outburst. “My dear D’Artagnan,” he said, squeezing his hand affectionately, “shouldn’t you adopt a little more philosophy? Isn’t it some comfort that you saved my life by showing up just in time with Monk, when those terrible parliamentarians wanted to burn me alive?”

“Well, you must admit, you earned a bit of that burning, my friend.”

“How so?”

“What, for saving King Charles’s million?”

“What million?”

“Ah, that’s right! You didn’t know about that, my friend. But please, don’t take offense; it was my secret. That word ‘REMEMBER’ that the king spoke on the scaffold.”

“And which means ‘souviens-toi!’”

“Exactly. It meant, ‘Remember, there is a million buried in the vaults of Newcastle Abbey, and that belongs to my son.’”

“Ah! Now I understand.”

What bothers me just as much is the thought that every time His Majesty Charles II thinks of me, he will say to himself, ‘There’s the man who nearly cost me my crown. Luckily, I was generous, noble, and sensible.’ That’s what the young gentleman in a worn black doublet will believe, the one who came to the Château de Blois, hat in hand, to ask for an audience with the King of France.”

“D’Artagnan! D’Artagnan!” Athos exclaimed, laying a hand on the musketeer’s shoulder. “You are being unfair.”

“I have every right to be.”

“No—because you can’t see into the future.”

D’Artagnan met his friend’s gaze and burst out laughing. “Truly, my dear Athos,” he replied, “your insights are so extraordinary they belong only to you and Cardinal Mazarin.”

Athos frowned a bit.

“I beg your pardon,” D’Artagnan went on, laughing, “I truly beg your pardon if I’ve hurt you. The future! Ah, what lovely words—words that promise so much, filling the air beautifully when there’s nothing real to give! Mordioux! After encountering so many who make promises, when will I finally meet someone who fulfills them?”

“But let that go!” D’Artagnan continued. “What brings you here, my dear Athos? Are you the king’s treasurer?”

“How—why would you think I’m the king’s treasurer?”

“Well, if the king has a million, he must need a treasurer. The king of France, despite being almost penniless, still has a superintendent of finance, M. Fouquet. It’s true that, in exchange, M. Fouquet, they say, has quite a fortune of his own.”

“Oh! Our million was spent long ago,” Athos replied, laughing. “I see now; it disappeared into satin, precious stones, velvet, and feathers of every variety and color. All those princes and princesses really needed tailors and dressmakers. Do you remember, Athos, how much we spent getting ready for the campaign at La Rochelle, just to make our grand entrance on horseback?”

“Two or three thousand livres, by my faith! But a king’s robe is much more extravagant; it would take a million just to buy the cloth. At least, Athos, if you aren’t the treasurer, you must be in favor at court.”

“By the honor of a gentleman, I know nothing about it,” Athos said point-blank. “What? You truly know nothing?”

“No! I haven’t seen the king since we left Dover.”

“Then he has forgotten you too!”

“Mordioux! That’s disgraceful!”

“His Majesty has had so much to deal with.”

“Oh!” D’Artagnan exclaimed, making one of those knowing faces only he could manage. “That’s enough to make me miss Monseigneur Giulio Mazarini. And you, Athos? The king hasn’t seen you either?”

“No.”

“And you’re not angry?”

“Me? Why should I be? Do you really think, my dear D’Artagnan, that I acted out of personal interest in the king?”

I did not know the young man personally. I defended his father, who embodied an ideal that I held sacred, and I found myself drawn to the son out of sympathy for that same ideal. Besides, his father was a worthy knight, a noble soul—do you remember him?

“Yes, that’s true; he was a brave and excellent man who led a sorrowful life but died with great dignity.”

“Well, my dear D’Artagnan, understand this: to that king, that man of principle, that friend of my thoughts—if I may say so—I swore in his final moments to keep the secret of a trust to be passed down to his son, to help him in his time of need. This young man came to me in distress, not knowing that, to me, he was nothing more than a living memory of his father. I have kept my promise to Charles II, just as I did to Charles I; that’s all!”

What does it matter to me, then, whether he feels grateful or not? I have done myself a favor by removing this burden, not him.”

“Well, I’ve always said,” D’Artagnan responded with a sigh, “that selflessness is the finest quality of all.”

“And what about you, my friend?” Athos went on. “Aren’t you in the same position as me? If I understand you, you were moved by this young man’s misfortunes; that was a much greater act on your part than mine, for I had a duty to fulfill. You, however, had no obligation to the son of the martyr. You didn’t owe him even the price of that precious drop of blood that fell on my brow from the scaffold. What motivated you was your heart alone—the generous, kind heart beneath your apparent skepticism and sarcastic wit. You have risked your own fortune for the sake of a servant, my generous miser! Yet your sacrifice goes unnoticed!

“What does it matter? You want to repay Planchet his money. I understand, my friend; it’s not fitting for a gentleman to borrow from someone beneath him without paying back both principal and interest. If necessary, I’ll sell




Chapter XXXIV: The Burden of Wealth

D’Artagnan wasted no time. As soon as the moment was right, he visited His Majesty’s Lord Treasurer. There, he experienced the satisfaction of exchanging a slip of paper, scribbled in rather unappealing handwriting, for a staggering pile of crowns, freshly minted with the likeness of his gracious sovereign, Charles II. D’Artagnan managed to keep his composure, though he couldn’t hide the joy welling inside him—a feeling any reader can appreciate, if they can sympathize with a man who, until now, had never seen so many coins gathered in such a splendid and pleasing display.

The treasurer carefully bundled all the rolls into bags, sealing each one with a stamp bearing the arms of England—a privilege rarely granted by treasurers. Remaining impassive and maintaining only the level of courtesy protocol required for a man favored by the king, he said to D’Artagnan:

“Take your money, sir.”

Those words resonated deeply in D’Artagnan’s heart, stirring emotions he had never felt before. He had the bags loaded onto a small cart and returned home, lost in thought. A man with three hundred thousand livres can hardly expect to look carefree; it seems fitting to bear a wrinkle for every hundred thousand livres.

D’Artagnan locked himself in, skipped dinner, and refused to see anyone. With a lamp lit and a loaded pistol on the table, he spent the night keeping watch, pondering how best to protect the crowns that had passed from the king’s coffers into his own, and how to keep them safe from any potential thief.

The best solution the Gascon could devise was to secure his fortune in a strongbox, locked with mechanisms so sturdy that no hand could break them, and so intricate that no master key could pick them. D’Artagnan, recalling that the English excel in mechanics and craftsmanship, resolved to find a skilled artisan the next morning to commission an exceptionally strong box. He didn’t have to search far; Master Will Jobson of Piccadilly listened to his request, understood his intentions, and promised to make a safety lock so effective that it would banish any worries.

“I’ll provide you,” he said, “with a mechanism that’s entirely new. At the first serious attempt to force your lock, an invisible plate will spring open and fire a small copper bullet, about a mark in weight, that will disable the intruder—without much noise. What do you think of it?”

“I find it quite ingenious,” D’Artagnan exclaimed, his enthusiasm clear. “The little copper bullet is a clever touch.”

“So, what are your terms, sir mechanic?”

“A fortnight to build it, and fifteen hundred livres, payable on delivery,” answered the artisan. D’Artagnan’s expression darkened. A fortnight seemed far too long; it would give London’s thieves ample time to make off with the strongbox. And the price, fifteen hundred livres, was much too high for something a little vigilance could achieve at no cost.

“I’ll consider it,” he said, “thank you, sir.” He hurried home, greatly relieved to find his treasure untouched. Later that day, Athos came to visit and noticed his friend’s intense contemplation, voicing his surprise.

“How can this be?” he asked. “You’re wealthy, yet unhappy—why is it that you, who once longed for riches, are now in this state?”

“My friend, pleasures we’re unaccustomed to often weigh more heavily than familiar sorrows. I’d like your opinion, if you don’t mind. You’ve always had money: when we possess it, what do we truly do with it?”

“That varies.”

“What have you done with yours? You haven’t become a miser, nor a spendthrift. Avarice shrivels the heart; extravagance drowns it—don’t you think?”

“Fabricius himself couldn’t have said it better. But to be honest, money has never been a burden to me.”

“How is that? Do you invest it?”

“No; you know I own a fine house, and most of my wealth is in that property.”

“I know.”

“So, you could be as wealthy as I am—and even more—whenever you like, by the same means.”

“But what about your rental income? Do you save it?”

“No.”

“What do you think of hiding a chest in the wall?”

“I’ve never tried that.”

“Then you must have a trusted confidant, or a good business partner who pays you a fair return.”

“Not even that.”

“Heavens!”

“What do you do with it, then?”

“I spend everything I have, and I only have as much as I spend, dear D’Artagnan.”

“Ah! Perhaps that’s true. But you live like a prince; fifteen or sixteen thousand livres pass through your hands, and you have expenses and appearances to maintain—”

“Well, I don’t see why you shouldn’t be as noble as I am, my friend. Your money would be more than sufficient.”

“Three hundred thousand livres! That’s two-thirds too much!”

“I beg your pardon—didn’t you say so yourself? I thought I heard you mention—you have a partner, do you not—”

“Ah! Mordioux! You’re right,” D’Artagnan cried, blushing. “There’s Planchet.”

I had completely forgotten Planchet, upon my honor! Well, there goes my three hundred thousand livres—a real loss! It was such a neat, round sum and had such a nice ring to it. It’s true, Athos; I’m no longer rich.

“What a memory you have!”

“Not bad, thank you!”

“The famous Planchet!” D’Artagnan grumbled. “His dream turned out quite well! What a plan! Peste! Still, what’s done is done.”

“How much do you intend to give him?”

“Oh,” D’Artagnan replied, “he’s an honest fellow. I’ll work things out with him. I’ve had my troubles and expenses, and all that will be taken into account.”

“My dear friend, I trust you implicitly. Planchet’s interests are much safer entrusted to you than to himself.”

“But now that you have nothing left to do here, we should take our leave, if that suits you. You can go thank His Majesty, ask if he has any instructions, and in six days, perhaps we’ll catch sight of the towers of Notre Dame.”

“My friend, I’m eager to depart and will go immediately to pay my respects to the king.”

“I,” said Athos, “will visit some friends in the city and then be at your service.”

“Will you lend me Grimaud?”

“With pleasure. Why do you need him?”

“Only for something simple—he won’t be at all inconvenienced. I just need him to watch over my pistols, which are there on the table beside that coffer.”

“Very well!” Athos replied, untroubled. “And he won’t stir, I imagine?”

“Not more than the pistols themselves.”

“Then I’ll go and take my leave of His Majesty. Au revoir!”

D’Artagnan arrived at St. James’s, where Charles II, occupied with his writing, made him wait in the ante-chamber for an entire hour.

As he paced the gallery, from door to window and back, he thought he saw a cloak resembling Athos’s passing through the vestibule. Just as he was about to confirm whether it was Athos, the usher summoned him into the king’s presence.

Charles II rubbed his hands together as he received D’Artagnan’s thanks. “Chevalier,” he said, “you’re mistaken to thank me; I haven’t even compensated you for a fraction of the story behind the box in which you locked up our brave general—the illustrious Duke of Albemarle.” The king laughed heartily. D’Artagnan felt it would be inappropriate to interrupt and bowed with all due humility.

“By the way,” Charles continued, “do you think my dear Monk has really forgiven you?”

“Forgiven me!”

“Yes, I hope so, sire!”

“Ah! But it was a cruel trick! Odds fish! To package the leader of the English Revolution like a herring—if I were you, I wouldn’t trust him, chevalier.”

“But, sire—”

“Yes, I know Monk calls you his friend, but he has too sharp an eye to forget, and his brow is too proud not to be aware of his own worth, you know, grande supercilium.”

“I’ll have to learn Latin,” D’Artagnan muttered to himself. “But wait,” the merry monarch went on, “I’ll arrange your reconciliation; I know just how to handle it. So—”

D’Artagnan bit his mustache anxiously. “Will Your Majesty allow me to speak freely?”

“Of course, chevalier, please speak.”

“Well, sire, you alarm me terribly.

“If Your Majesty involves yourself in this matter, as it appears you mean to do, I’m a lost man; the duke will have me killed.”

The king’s renewed laughter only intensified D’Artagnan’s uneasiness. “Sire, I beg you to let me handle this alone. If Your Majesty no longer has need of me—”

“No, chevalier. What—you’d like to leave us?” replied Charles, his laughter even more distressing. “If Your Majesty has no further instructions—”

Charles’s tone grew serious. “There is one thing. Seek out my sister, Lady Henrietta.”

“Do you know her?”

“No, sire, but an old soldier like myself is hardly a fit companion for such a young and lively princess.”

“Ah, but my sister must meet you; she needs someone dependable in case of emergency.”

“Sire, anyone dear to your majesty is sacred to me.”

“Very well! Parry! Come here, Parry!”

The side door opened, and Parry entered, his face lighting up when he saw D’Artagnan. “What is Rochester doing?” the king asked.

“He’s on the canal with the ladies,” Parry answered.

“And Buckingham?”

“He’s there as well.”

“That’s good.”

“You will escort the chevalier to Villiers—that’s the Duke of Buckingham, chevalier. Ask the duke to introduce M. d’Artagnan to Princess Henrietta.”

Parry bowed and smiled at D’Artagnan. “Chevalier,” the king continued, “this is your final audience; you may take your leave whenever you like.”

“Sire, thank you.”

“But do make peace with Monk!”

“Oh, sire—”

“You know one of my ships is at your disposal?”

“Sire, you overwhelm me; I’d never want to trouble Your Majesty’s officers on my account.”

The king clapped D’Artagnan on the shoulder. “No one will be inconvenienced by you, chevalier. It’s for an ambassador I’m sending to France, and I thought you’d be glad to accompany him, since you know him.”

D’Artagnan looked amazed. “He is a certain Comte de la Fere—whom you call Athos,” the king added, ending the conversation just as it began, with a hearty laugh. “Adieu, chevalier, adieu.”

“Love me as I love you.” With that, the king signaled to Parry, silently asking if anyone waited in the next room, before disappearing inside. The chevalier was left utterly astonished by this strange encounter. The older man took his arm in a friendly way and led him out toward the garden.




Chapter XXXV: On the Canal

On the green waters of the canal, bordered with marble and dotted with dark patches and tufts of mossy grass, a long, flat barge glided majestically. Adorned with the arms of England, it featured a dais and was carpeted with rich damask, its fringes trailing in the water. Eight rowers, leaning lazily on their oars, propelled the vessel forward with the graceful slowness of swans. Startled from their ancient haunts by the barge’s approach, the swans watched this splendid and lively scene from a distance.

We call it lively, for the barge was filled with the sounds of four guitar and lute players, two singers, and several courtiers, all adorned with gold and precious stones, displaying their white smiles as they competed to win the favor of Lady Henrietta Stuart. She was the granddaughter of Henry IV, daughter of Charles I, and sister of Charles II, and she occupied the seat of honor beneath the dais of the barge.

We know this young princess; we saw her at the Louvre with her mother, longing for wood and bread, relying on the coadjutor and the parliament for sustenance. Like her brothers, she had endured a difficult youth. Yet suddenly, she seemed to awaken from a long and dreadful dream, now seated on the steps of a throne, surrounded by courtiers and flatterers. Much like Mary Stuart upon her release from prison, she yearned not only for life and freedom but for power and wealth as well.

As she matured, Lady Henrietta had blossomed into notable beauty, a trait that the recent restoration had brought to greater attention. Though hardship had taken away the luster of pride, prosperity had now brought it back to her.

She was radiant in her happiness—like those hothouse flowers that, forgotten during a frosty autumn night, droop their heads but return even more splendidly when restored to their ideal warmth. At that moment, Villiers, Duke of Buckingham, son of the man who played such a prominent role in the opening chapters of this story—a striking cavalier, melancholy with women and witty with men—stood beside Wilmot, Lord Rochester, who joked with both genders, as they vied for the privilege of making Lady Henrietta smile.

The young and beautiful princess reclined on a velvet cushion edged with gold, her hands trailing idly, dipping into the water. She listened to the musicians without truly hearing them and paid little attention to the two courtiers, despite their conversation. This Lady Henrietta—this charming woman who combined the graces of France and the beauty of England—had not yet known love and so remained unyielding in her flirtation. Her smile, that innocent token of young ladies, rarely played upon her lips; when she did raise her eyes, she fixed them on one or another of the cavaliers with such intensity that their typical confidence melted away, making them feel shy.

Meanwhile, the boat glided onward, the musicians produced a lively clamor, and the courtiers, like the music, began to tire.

No doubt the outing had grown dull for the princess. Suddenly, tossing her head impatiently, she declared, “Come, gentlemen—enough; let us go ashore.”

“Ah, madam,” said Buckingham, “how unfortunate we are! We have failed to make this excursion entertaining for your royal highness.”

“My mother is expecting me,” the princess said, “and I must admit, gentlemen, I am bored.” As she spoke this bold word, Henrietta attempted to soften it by offering a sympathetic glance to the two young men, who appeared alarmed by her frankness. The gesture succeeded; their faces brightened. But just as quickly, as if she realized she had shown them too much kindness, she turned away from both admirers and seemed absorbed in thoughts that excluded them.

Buckingham bit his lip in frustration, truly in love with Lady Henrietta and taking everything personally. Rochester also bit his lip, but his wit always prevailed over his feelings, and he simply suppressed a sly smile. As the princess let her gaze wander from the young nobles to the lush, flower-strewn lawns of the park, she caught sight of Parry and D’Artagnan at a distance.

“Who is that coming over there?” she asked. The two young men turned quickly. “Parry,” answered Buckingham, “just Parry.”

“I beg your pardon,” Rochester interjected, “but it appears he has a companion.”

“Yes,” the princess said, at first carelessly, but then added, “What do you mean by ‘just Parry,’ my lord?”

“Because, madam,” said Buckingham, slightly annoyed, “the faithful Parry, the wandering Parry, the eternal Parry, is, I believe, of little significance.”

“You are wrong, Duke. Parry—the wandering Parry, as you call him—has always served my family, and seeing that old man gives me great comfort.”

Lady Henrietta followed the pattern of many charming women, particularly those who are somewhat flirtatious; she shifted from whim to contradiction. The gallant must bear her whims, while the courtier must endure her contradictions. Buckingham bowed in silence. “It is true, madam,” Rochester replied, also bowing, “that Parry is the very model of a servant; however, he is no longer young, and we tend to laugh only at cheerful sights.”

“Is an elderly man a cheerful spectacle?”

“Enough, my lord,” the princess said coldly. “I do not like this subject.”

Then, almost in a murmur, she said, “It is remarkable how little my brother’s friends care for his servants.”

“Ah, madam,” said Buckingham, “your royal highness pierces my heart with a dagger of your own forging.”

“What do you mean by those words, which sound like a French madrigal, Duke? I do not understand you.”

“It means, madam, that you—so kind, so charming, and so wise—have perhaps sometimes laughed, or rather smiled, at the simple chatter of that good Parry, for whom your royal highness today seems to feel such strong compassion.”

“Well, my lord,” Henrietta replied, “if I have let myself forget that, you do wrong to remind me.” She gestured impatiently. “I believe good Parry wishes to speak to me; please have them row to shore, Lord Rochester.”

Rochester immediately conveyed the princess’s order, and soon the boat touched the bank. “Let’s get out, gentlemen,” Henrietta said, accepting the arm Rochester offered her, although Buckingham was nearer and had extended his own. With a pride he tried to hide, Rochester led the princess across the small bridge laid by the rowers from the royal barge to the shore. “Which way does your highness wish to go?” he asked.

“You see, my lord, that good Parry is wandering about, as the Duke of Buckingham says, searching for me with eyes clouded from the tears of our troubles.”

“Good heavens!” exclaimed Rochester. “How sad you are today, Your Royal Highness. To you, madam, we must look like a pair of fools.”

“Speak for yourself, my lord,” Buckingham said sharply. “As for me, I have so displeased Her Royal Highness that I am nothing in her eyes.”

Neither Rochester nor the princess replied. Henrietta urged her companion to move faster. Buckingham lingered in the rear, using the opportunity to vent his frustration, biting his handkerchief so furiously that it quickly tore to pieces.

“Parry, dear Parry,” the princess called gently, “come here. I see you are looking for me, and I am waiting for you.”

“Ah, madam,” Rochester said, helping his companion who had fallen behind, “if Parry cannot see Your Royal Highness, the man following him can serve as his guide, even for a blind man; his eyes shine like flames. That man is a double-lamped lantern.”

“Lighting a rather handsome soldierly face,” the princess said, determined to be as dismissive as possible. Rochester bowed in response.

“One of those strong, soldierly figures you only find in France,” the princess remarked with a steady voice, sure of her own emotional invulnerability. Rochester and Buckingham exchanged glances, silently wondering, “What could be on her mind?”

“Look, Lord Buckingham, see what Parry wants,” Henrietta said. “Go!”

The young man, seeing this as a privilege, steeled himself and hurried toward Parry, who was coming slowly, accompanied by D’Artagnan, whose years required a more measured pace. D’Artagnan moved with a dignified carriage suitable to his position, neither arrogant nor timid, but with a quiet self-assurance.

As Buckingham, eager to follow the princess’s wishes, approached—just a few steps from Parry—the latter suddenly recognized him. “Ah!”

“My lord!” he exclaimed breathlessly, “will your grace obey the king?”

“In what matter, Mr. Parry?” the young man asked, his usual composure softened by a desire to please the princess. “Well, his majesty requests that your grace present this gentleman to Her Royal Highness, Princess Henrietta.”

“What is the gentleman’s name?” the duke asked coldly. D’Artagnan, as we know, did not take offense lightly, and the Duke of Buckingham’s tone irritated him. He regarded the courtier from head to toe, two sparks of annoyance flashing beneath his furrowed brow. After a brief struggle, he replied, “Monsieur le Chevalier d’Artagnan, my lord,” carefully controlling his voice.

“Pardon me, sir, you have told me your name, but nothing more.”

“You mean—”

“I mean that I do not know you.”

“I am luckier than you, my lord,” answered D’Artagnan, “for I have had the honor of knowing your family, especially your distinguished father, the Duke of Buckingham.”

“My father?” Buckingham said, his memory stirred. “Ah, now I remember. You are Monsieur le Chevalier d’Artagnan, correct?”

D’Artagnan bowed. “In person,” he said. “Forgive me, but were you one of those Frenchmen who had secret dealings with my father?”

“Indeed, my lord duke, I am one of those Frenchmen.”

“Then, sir, it is surprising my father never mentioned you during his lifetime.”

“Not quite, monsieur. He did hear of me at the moment of his death. I was the one who sent a warning to him, delivered by the valet de chambre of Anne of Austria, about the perils he faced; unfortunately, it came too late.”

“No matter, monsieur,” Buckingham said. “Now I see that, having tried to serve my father, you have come to seek the protection of his son.”

“To be clear, my lord,” D’Artagnan replied calmly, “I seek no man’s protection.”

His Majesty, Charles II, whom I have served—indeed, my lord, my life has been devoted to such duties—wishes to honor me by presenting me to Her Royal Highness, Princess Henrietta, his sister. I may have the good fortune to one day serve her as well. The king knows you are with her royal highness and has sent




Chapter XXXVI: How D’Artagnan Drew a Country Seat from a Deal Box

The king’s remarks about Monk’s wounded pride left D’Artagnan feeling uneasy. Throughout his life, the lieutenant had been skilled at choosing his enemies wisely. He had only faced truly relentless and unbeatable opponents when it was absolutely impossible to do otherwise. Yet, perspectives can change drastically over time. Life is like a magic lantern, with our perceptions shifting as the years go by. Thus, the change from seeing white on the last day of one year to seeing black on the first day of the next can happen in a single night.

When D’Artagnan departed Calais with his ragtag band of ten, he would have thought nothing of facing a Goliath, a Nebuchadnezzar, or a Holofernes—just as easily as he would have dueled a young recruit or bickered with a landlady. He was like a sparrow-hawk, ready to attack even a ram when driven by hunger. Hunger knows no limits. But D’Artagnan—now satisfied, wealthy, victorious, and proud of his hard-won success—had too much to lose to ignore possible danger. As he traveled from his audience, his mind was occupied by one main concern: how to win over a man like Monk, someone even King Charles found it difficult to please. For, once he had achieved his status, the protected might still need the protector again, and in such a case Monk would not hesitate to use his power—whether by locking D’Artagnan in a Middlesex prison or making his journey from Dover to Boulogne perilous. Actions like these were the kinds of “satisfaction” kings often provided to their viceroys, usually without any unpleasant consequences.

The king’s participation in any revenge scheme by Monk was almost unnecessary. His role would simply be to issue a pardon to the viceroy of Ireland for whatever actions were taken against D’Artagnan. All that would be needed to free the Duke of Albemarle from guilt would be a casual “te absolvo” or the quick signature “Charles the King” at the bottom of a document. With those two words spoken or written, poor D’Artagnan would be left burdened by the ruins of all his hopes.

What troubled him even more, especially for someone as perceptive as our musketeer, was the realization that he was truly alone. Not even Athos’s friendship could restore his confidence. If the situation were just a matter of exchanging sword blows, D’Artagnan would trust his companion completely. But when it came to subtle court negotiations, where a bit of bad luck could easily excuse Monk or King Charles, D’Artagnan knew Athos well enough to predict his reaction: he would surely find a way to praise loyalty to the survivor, mourn at his friend’s grave—if the dead man were his friend—and afterwards write an epitaph full of grand words.

“Indeed,” thought the Gascon, considering all this, “I must make it up with M. Monk, and obtain proof that he is completely indifferent to the past. If, God forbid, he remains cold and guarded about it, I’ll give my money to Athos to keep for me and stay in England just long enough to unmask Monk. With my sharp eyes and fast feet, I’ll be ready to notice the first sign of danger; then I’ll either run or seek shelter at Lord Buckingham’s, who actually seems like a decent fellow. In return for his protection, I’ll tell him the whole story of the diamonds—now just a tale involving an old queen. She need not feel any shame, having once been the lover of a handsome nobleman like Buckingham after being married to a miser like Mazarin. Mordioux! That’s my plan, and Monk won’t outsmart me. Eh?

“And I have another idea!”

Everyone knows D’Artagnan was never short on ideas. As he spoke to himself, he buttoned his vest up to his chin—a gesture that sparked his imagination, much like the Romans’ tradition of accinctio, a ritual for preparing for battle. By the time he arrived at the Duke of Albemarle’s residence, he was already feeling the fever of anticipation. He was admitted so quickly that it was clear he was seen as part of the household. Monk was in his study.

“My lord,” D’Artagnan began, using his familiar air of openness, “I’ve come to seek your advice!”

Monk, just as guarded in spirit as D’Artagnan was in dress, replied, “Ask, my friend,” his face as open as D’Artagnan’s. “But first, give me your word to keep confidence and show understanding.”

“I promise you whatever you wish.”

“What troubles you? Speak!”

“My lord, I am not entirely satisfied with the king.”

“Indeed! And why is that, my dear lieutenant?”

“His majesty sometimes makes jokes that put his servants in difficult positions. And joking, my lord, is a weapon that can seriously wound men in our profession.”

Monk tried to hide his feelings, but D’Artagnan’s sharp observation caught the faint flush on his face. “Well, for my part,” Monk said, trying to appear casual, “I’m not against joking, dear Monsieur D’Artagnan. My soldiers could tell you that I’ve often listened with indifference—and even a certain amusement—to the satirical songs the army of Lambert directed at me—songs that would make other generals very uncomfortable.”

“Oh, my lord,” D’Artagnan answered, “I know you are a man of great stature; I know you have long risen above the little miseries of life. But there are some jokes that get under my skin.”

“What kind, my friend?”

“Jokes aimed at my friends or those I have respect for, my lord!”

Monk shifted; D’Artagnan noticed. “And tell me,” Monk asked, “how can a pinprick to someone else trouble you?” “Explain that.”

“My lord, I can explain it in one sentence: it’s about you.”

Monk stepped closer. “About me?” he repeated. “Yes, but here is what I don’t understand. Maybe it’s my lack of insight into his character. How can the king make jokes about someone who has served him so well? How can he think it funny to pit a lion like you against a gnat like me?”

“I can’t understand it either,” Monk agreed. “But that’s how it is.” The king, who owed me a reward, could have acknowledged my services as a soldier without inventing that story about ransom, which touches you, my lord.”

“No,” Monk said with a laugh. “It doesn’t concern me, really, at all.”

“Not as it relates to me, I understand; you know me, my lord—I’m so discreet, even a grave would seem talkative by comparison. But do you truly grasp what I’m saying, my lord?”

“No,” Monk insisted, unyielding. “If someone else knew about the secret I possess—”

“What secret?”

“Ah, my lord, the unfortunate secret of Newcastle.”

“Oh! The fortune of the Comte de la Fere?”

“No, my lord, no; I mean the plot against you.”

“Well played, Chevalier, that’s all there is to say. You are brave and clever, showing the qualities of both Fabius and Hannibal. You used both strength and strategy. I have nothing to criticize; I should have been more cautious.”

“Ah, yes; I know, my lord, and I expected nothing less from your fairness. So if it were just the kidnapping itself, Mordioux! That means nothing—but there are—”

“What?”

“The details of that abduction.”

“What details?”

“Oh! You know perfectly well what I mean, my lord.”

“No, by heaven, I don’t.”

“It’s—honestly, it’s hard to say.”

“There is?”

“Well, there’s that damned box!”

Monk blushed. “Well, I’ve forgotten it.”

“The box,” D’Artagnan continued, “with holes to breathe. Really, my lord, everything else was fine; but the box, the box! That was a coarse joke.” Monk shifted awkwardly. “And despite my part in that,” D’Artagnan went on, “as a soldier of fortune, it was nothing. I admit my actions were a bit rough, but given the importance of the moment, perhaps they can be forgiven. I am, after all, cautious and reserved.”

“Oh!” Monk replied, “Believe me, I know you well, Monsieur d’Artagnan, and I value you.”

D’Artagnan kept watching Monk’s face, sharply observing the play of ideas as the general weighed his words.

“But that doesn’t concern me,” he said.

“Then whom does it concern?” Monk asked, showing impatience.

“It involves the king, who never knows when to hold his tongue.”

“Well, what if he says everything he knows?” Monk replied, hesitating a little.

“My lord,” D’Artagnan said, “don’t pretend with someone as straightforward as me. You have every reason to feel sensitive, no matter how good-humored you are.”

“Really! This is not the fate for a man like you—a man who handles crowns and scepters as a Bohemian juggles balls. It’s not right for someone so serious to be put in a box like a specimen in a museum. Imagine it—your enemies would be in stitches, and you, being so great, so noble, so generous, certainly have many. This secret alone could make half the world laugh if they saw you trapped in that box. It’s simply beneath the dignity of the kingdom’s second most powerful man.”

Monk was visibly shaken by the thought of being mocked in that box. Ridicule, as D’Artagnan had predicted, rattled him in a way that danger in battle, the temptations of power, or the thought of death never could.

“Good,” thought the Gascon, “he’s worried; I’m safe now.”

“Oh! As for the king,” Monk said, “don’t worry, my dear Monsieur d’Artagnan; I assure you, the king will not jest about Monk!”

D’Artagnan saw the brief flicker in Monk’s eyes. Monk quickly lowered his voice. “The king,” he continued, “is too noble in nature; his heart is too elevated to wish harm on those who serve him well.”

“Oh, certainly,” D’Artagnan replied. “I fully agree with your grace about his good heart, but not his mind—it is good, but somewhat shallow.”

“The king will not make fun of Monk, trust me.”

“Then you are comfortable, my lord?”

“At least about that! Yes, completely!”

“Oh, I see; you feel safe about the king?”

“I already told you so.”

“But you hesitate a little with me?”

“I thought I made my trust in your loyalty and discretion clear.”

“Of course, of course, but you must remember one thing—”

“What is that?”

“That I wasn’t alone; I had others with me—and what companions!”

“Yes, I know them.”

“And, regretfully, my lord, they know you as well!”

“Well?”

“They are in Boulogne, waiting for me.”

“And you fear—”

“Yes, I fear that while I’m away—Parbleu! If I were there, I could keep them quiet.”

“So perhaps the danger, if any, does not come from His Majesty, regardless of how fond he is of jokes, but from your companions, as you mentioned? Being mocked by a king is one thing, but by stable boys and lowlifes of the army? Damn it!”

“Yes, I understand; that’s unbearable. That’s why, my lord, I came to ask—do you think it would be best for me to leave for France at once?”

“Certainly, if you believe your presence—”

“Would silence those rascals? Oh, I’m sure of it, my lord.”

“Your presence won’t stop rumors if they’ve already started.”

“Oh! That hasn’t happened, my lord, I assure you. Still, I’m determined about one thing.”

“And what is that?”

“I intend to kill the first person who repeats that story, and also the first who has heard it. After that, I’ll return to England for refuge, and perhaps to work for your grace.”

“Oh please, don’t leave! Come back!”

“Regrettably, my lord, I know no one here except you. If I were to lose you, or if you forgot me now that you have greater status…”

“Listen to me, Monsieur d’Artagnan,” Monk replied. “You are a remarkable man, full of wit and courage; you deserve every good thing in life. Come with me to Scotland, and I promise I’ll arrange such a future for you that others will envy it.”

“Oh, my lord, that’s impossible. At the moment, I have a sacred duty: I must protect your honor and keep some fool from ruining your reputation in the eyes of the present—and who knows?—even in the eyes of future generations.”

“Future generations, Monsieur d’Artagnan?”

“Yes. For the sake of posterity, this story must remain a mystery. Imagine if the embarrassing tale of the box spread, claiming you only restored the king because of an agreement at Scheveningen between you two. I could try to set the record straight, but no one would believe me. They’d say I got my share of the spoils and am now living off them.”

Monk knitted his brow. “Glory, honor, virtue!” he exclaimed. “They’re just empty words.”

“Mist!” D’Artagnan replied. “Only mist, through which nothing is clearly visible.”

“Well then, go to France, my dear Monsieur d’Artagnan,” Monk said. “And to make England more attractive to you, please accept a small token from me.”

“Now what?” thought D’Artagnan.

“I have a little house on the banks of the Clyde,” Monk continued, “a cottage, as they call it here. It comes with a hundred acres. Please accept it as a keepsake.”

“Oh, my lord!—”

“Indeed! You will have your own home as a refuge, just as you wanted.”

“But to be indebted to your lordship to such an extent! Truly, your grace, I’m rather embarrassed.”

“Not at all, not at all, monsieur,” Monk answered with a playful smile. “If anything, I am indebted to you.” He pressed the musketeer’s hand. “Now I must draft the deed of gift,” he said, and left the room.

D’Artagnan watched him go with a thoughtful, slightly restless look. “He’s a brave man, after all,” he reflected. “It’s just sad that he acts from fear of me, not affection.”

“Well, I’ll try to make friendship follow.” After a moment’s deeper thought, he shrugged, “Bah! What’s the point? He’s English.” With that, he exited, still feeling unsettled from the encounter. “So,” he thought, “I’m a landowner! How will I share the cottage with Planchet? Maybe I’ll give him the land and take the house, or the other way around—nonsense!”

Monk would never let me share a house he lived in with a grocer. His pride wouldn’t allow it. Besides, why even tell him? The property wasn’t bought with company money; I won it by my own cleverness. It’s completely mine. Now, I’ll go find Athos.” Resolving this, he headed for the Comte de la Fère’s residence.




Chapter XXXVII: How D’Artagnan Managed the Company’s “Assets”

“Clearly,” D’Artagnan mused, “I’ve struck it rich. That lucky star that shines for every man’s life—just as it did for Job and Iris, the most unfortunate Jew and the poorest Greek—has finally illuminated my path. I won’t be foolish; I’ll seize my chance. It’s arrived late enough for me to know what to do with it.”

That night, he enjoyed a pleasant dinner with Athos. He kept the promised gift to himself but couldn’t resist asking Athos about farming—crops, planting, and sowing—as they dined. Athos answered calmly, believing D’Artagnan was thinking of becoming a landowner, though he felt a pang of nostalgia for the lively, joking friend he used to know.

D’Artagnan became so absorbed that he traced numbers and figured out sums in the grease on his plate. That evening, an official document arrived at Athos’s lodgings, authorizing their departure. As Athos took the paper, another messenger delivered D’Artagnan a bundle of parchments sealed as with English property deeds.

Athos found him examining the pages that confirmed the transfer of ownership. The cautious Monk—one might call him generous—had converted the gift into a purchase, officially acknowledging the payment of fifteen thousand crowns for the property. And just like that, the messenger was gone.

D’Artagnan kept reading while Athos watched, smiling. As D’Artagnan noticed Athos’s smile, he tucked the parchments back into their wrapper.

“I beg your pardon,” said Athos.

“Oh, not at all, my friend,” replied the lieutenant. “I’ll tell you—”

“No, please don’t tell me anything. Orders are sacred, and the person receiving them should never speak, not even to a brother or father. Here I am, talking to you, and loving you more dearly than any brother or father—or anyone else in the world—”

“Except for your Raoul?”

“I’ll love Raoul even more as he grows into manhood, and I see his character and actions develop—just as I have witnessed yours, my friend.”

“You once said you had an order as well, and that you wouldn’t share it with me.”

“Yes, my dear D’Artagnan.”

The Gascon sighed.

“There was a time,” he began, “when you’d have tossed that order on the table, saying, ‘D’Artagnan, read this note to Porthos, Aramis, and me.’”

“That’s true. Ah, those were our youthful days, days of trust—the season when passion led the way and our hearts burned!”

“Well, Athos, may I say something?”

“Speak, my friend!”

“That charming time, that fiery season, reign of enthusiasm—those were wonderful days, no doubt. But I don’t miss them at all. It’s like memories of schooling. I’ve met many idiots who get nostalgic about days of boring lessons, harsh punishments, and dry crusts of bread.”

It’s strange, but I never cared for any of that; no matter how active and light-hearted I was (and you know I was, Athos), or how plain my clothing looked, I’d still have preferred Porthos’s finery to my own little worn cassock, which let in winter winds and summer sun alike. I’m always wary of anyone who claims to prefer bad times to good ones. In the old days, everything went wrong for me—a new hole in my cassock and in my skin every month, and a gold crown less in my skinny purse. I regret nothing about those times of meager beer and troubles—nothing except our friendship. Deep down, I do have a heart, and it’s a wonder it hasn’t dried up from the cold winds of poverty that blew through every hole in my cloak, or been stabbed by the swords that pierced my poor flesh.

“Don’t regret our friendship,” Athos replied. “That will only end with our lives. Friendship is built above all on shared memories and habits. If you’re teasing me for not revealing my mission in France—”

“Me, tease? Oh, heavens! If you knew how little I care about all the missions in the world now!” He placed his hand on the parchment hidden in his vest. Athos got up and called the innkeeper to settle the bill.

“Ever since I’ve known you, my friend,” D’Artagnan said, “I’ve never had to pay. Porthos often paid, Aramis sometimes, and you—almost always, at dessert you brought out your purse. Now I’m rich and I want to see if it feels noble to pay.”

“Go on, then,” Athos replied, slipping his purse away. The friends headed for the port, though D’Artagnan kept glancing back to check that his precious crowns were safely transported.

Night had thrown its thick veil over the yellow Thames. The usual sounds of barrels and pulleys were everywhere—preparations to sail that always stirred the hearts of the musketeers, even when sea dangers were the least of their worries. This time, they were to board a large vessel waiting for them at Gravesend. Charles II, always attentive, had sent one of his yachts, manned by twelve of his Scots guard, to honor the ambassador bound for France.

At midnight, the yacht delivered its passengers to the ship, and by eight in the morning, the vessel had brought the ambassador and his friend to the Boulogne wharf. While the comte and Grimaud arranged for horses for their trip to Paris, D’Artagnan hurried to the inn where, by his orders, his small army awaited him. The gentlemen were




Chapter XXXIX: Mazarin’s Gaming Party

In a grand chamber of the Palais Royal, draped in dark velvet that accentuated the gilded frames of numerous magnificent paintings, the entire court gathered before the alcove of M. le Cardinal de Mazarin. He was hosting a card party for the king and queen on the very evening the two Frenchmen arrived.

A small screen separated three elegantly prepared tables. At one of these tables, the king and his two queens were seated. Louis XIV, sitting opposite his young wife, smiled at her with real happiness. Anne of Austria held the cards to play against the cardinal, while her daughter-in-law helped her in the game, sometimes stopping to smile at her husband. Meanwhile, the cardinal lay on his bed, his face looking tired and careworn. The Comtesse de Soissons held his cards, and he watched her play with a constant expression of interest and greed. Bernouin had applied rouge to the cardinal’s cheeks, but the added color only made the sickly paleness of his complexion and the yellow tint of his brow more noticeable.

Only his eyes grew more luminous from this enhancement, and uneasy looks from the king, queen, and courtiers were often directed at the sick man. Indeed, Signor Mazarin’s eyes were the stars—sometimes more, sometimes less bright—by which seventeenth-century France tried to read its destiny, morning and evening. Monseigneur neither won nor lost; thus, he remained neither happy nor sad. This indecision filled Anne of Austria with pity, and she would not have willingly left him. Yet, to catch the sick man’s attention by making a clever move, she would have needed to either win or lose. Winning would have been dangerous, turning Mazarin’s indifference into an ugly grimace; losing was equally problematic, as it would require her to cheat, and the infanta, who watched carefully, would surely have cried out against her favoring Mazarin. So, while everything was calm, the courtiers engaged in relaxed conversation.

When in good spirits, M. de Mazarin was an agreeable prince. He allowed people to sing, as long as they paid, and was not so strict as to silence conversation, so long as they were ready to bear the consequences. Hence, the room buzzed with talk.

At the first table, the king’s younger brother, Philip, Duc d’Anjou, admired his handsome reflection in the glass of a box. His favorite, the Chevalier de Lorraine, leaned over the back of the prince’s chair, listening with a hint of envy to the Comte de Guiche, another of Philip’s companions. Guiche was speaking eloquently about the various ups and downs of fortune experienced by the royal adventurer, Charles II. He described what seemed like fabulous adventures—events from Charles’s wanderings in Scotland, his fears as enemies closed in, nights spent hiding in trees, and days of hunger and battle.

Gradually, the fate of the unfortunate king intrigued the audience so much that the play slowed even at the royal table. The young king, a thoughtful look on his face, eyes lowered, followed the details of this Odyssey, which the Comte de Guiche recounted with vivid energy, although appearing to pay little attention. The Comtesse de Soissons interrupted, saying, “Confess, Count, you’re inventing all this.”

“Madame, I’m just repeating the stories told to me by various Englishmen. I’m ashamed to say I’m only as accurate as a parrot.”

“Charles II would have perished before suffering all that.”

Louis XIV lifted his intelligent, proud head. “Madame,” he said gravely, with a lingering hint of timidity, “Monsieur le Cardinal will tell you that during my childhood France was in turmoil. Had I been older and had to take up arms, it would sometimes have been simply to secure dinner.”

“Thank God,” the cardinal interjected for the first time, “Your Majesty exaggerates. Your supper has always been ready, as well as your servants’.”

The king blushed.

“Oh!” Philip exclaimed, unable to restrain himself as he admired his image. “I remember once at Melun, supper was prepared for no one. The king had two-thirds of a slice of bread and left me the last third.”

Everyone burst into laughter at Mazarin’s smile. Courtiers often flatter kings by recounting past hardships, just as they arouse hopes for future prosperity. “It cannot be denied that the crown of France has always stayed firmly on its kings’ heads,” Anne of Austria quickly added. “But it has fallen from the head of the king of England; and whenever it wavered—for there are throne-quakes as well as earthquakes—each time there was rebellion, a victory restored stability.”

“With a few gems added to the crown,” Mazarin chimed in. The Comte de Guiche went silent while the king composed his face. Mazarin and Anne of Austria exchanged glances; he silently thanked her for her timely help.

“It doesn’t matter,” Philip said, smoothing his hair. “My cousin Charles may not be handsome, but he’s very brave and fights like a landsknecht. If he keeps at it, he’ll win a battle like Rocroi—”

“He has no army,” interjected the Chevalier de Lorraine.

“The king of Holland, his ally, will give him soldiers.”

“I’d have done it myself if I were king of France.”

Louis XIV colored, while Mazarin seemed to concentrate on his cards. “At this moment,” the Comte de Guiche resumed, “the unfortunate prince’s fate is fixed. If Monk has betrayed him, he is lost. Imprisonment, perhaps even death, will finish what exile, battles, and hardship began.”

A shadow crossed Mazarin’s brow.

“It is certain,” said Louis XIV, “that His Majesty Charles II has left The Hague?”

“Absolutely certain, Your Majesty,” the young man replied. “My father has received a letter detailing everything; it’s even known that the king landed at Dover. Some fishermen saw him go into port—the rest, no one knows.”

“I should like to know the end,” Philip said, eager. “You know—my brother.”

Louis XIV blushed again—the third time in an hour. “Ask my lord cardinal,” he replied, his tone making Mazarin, Anne of Austria, and everyone else raise their eyebrows.

“That means, my son,” laughed Anne of Austria, “the king wants state matters discussed only in council.”

Philip took the warning in good part, bowing first to his brother and then to his mother, a smile on his lips.

But Mazarin caught sight of a group forming in the corner. The Duc d’Anjou, Comte de Guiche, and Chevalier de Lorraine were whispering together, their secretive looks suggesting things better left unsaid. A wave of suspicion and anxiety came over him, and he glanced toward them, silently urging Anne of Austria to disrupt their huddle.

At that moment, Bernouin emerged from behind the bedroom tapestry and whispered in Mazarin’s ear, “Monseigneur, an envoy from His Majesty, the King of England.”

Mazarin couldn’t hide a flicker of emotion, which the king noticed. Louis XIV immediately stood and came over to wish Mazarin goodnight, avoiding the appearance of intruding. The whole assembly rose, chairs scraping, tables shifting—filling the room with noise.

“Let everyone leave gradually,” Mazarin murmured to Louis XIV, “and please pardon me for a few moments.”

“I am going to speak about something I want to discuss with Your Majesty this very night.”

“And the queens?” inquired Louis XIV.

“And M. le Duc d’Anjou,” replied his eminence. As he spoke, he turned in his ruelle, the curtains falling down to conceal the bed. Still, the cardinal kept a watchful eye on the conspirators. “M. Le Comte de Guiche,” he said fretfully, putting on his dressing gown with Bernouin’s help behind the curtain.

“I am here, my lord,” the young man replied, stepping forward. “Take my cards; you seem lucky. Win some money for me from these gentlemen.”

“Yes, my lord.”

The young man took his seat at the table where the king had just left the two queens to converse. A serious game began between the comte and several rich courtiers. Meanwhile, Philip was deep in discussion about clothing with the Chevalier de Lorraine, neither of them noticing the quiet rustle of the cardinal’s silk robe behind the curtain.

His eminence followed Bernouin into the next closet of the bedroom.




Chapter XL: An Affair of State

As the cardinal entered his cabinet, he found the Comte de la Fère waiting, absorbed in admiring a remarkable Raphael painting hanging above a sideboard covered in plates. The cardinal entered quietly, silent as a shadow, and caught the count off guard, as he often liked to do. Mazarin prided himself on knowing how to read the expressions of those he interviewed and foresee the result of their conversations. This time, he was disappointed; Athos’s face revealed nothing—not even the respect Mazarin was used to.

Athos was dressed in black, adorned only by a simple silver braid. He wore the Holy Ghost, the Garter, and the Golden Fleece—three prestigious orders that only a king or an actor could wear all at once. Mazarin rummaged in his somewhat muddled memory for the name that matched this impressive figure, but found nothing.

“I understand,” he finally said, “that you have a message for me from England.”

He took a seat, dismissing Bernouin, who was ready to take notes as secretary. “On behalf of His Majesty, the King of England, yes, your eminence,” Athos answered.

“You speak French excellently for an Englishman, monsieur,” Mazarin said politely, his gaze drifting over the orders Athos wore, lingering most on the visitor’s face.

“I am not English, but French, monsieur le cardinal,” Athos answered.

“It’s remarkable the king of England chooses a Frenchman as his ambassador. Excellent omen. Your name, monsieur, if you please?”

“Comte de la Fère,” Athos said, bowing slightly—just enough for the powerful minister. Mazarin shrugged, as if to say:

“I do not know that name.”

Athos remained unfazed. “And you come, monsieur,” Mazarin went on, “to announce—”

“I come on behalf of His Majesty the King of Great Britain to announce to the King of France”—Mazarin frowned—“to announce to the King of France,” Athos continued, steady, “the joyful restoration of His Majesty Charles II to the throne of his ancestors.”

Mazarin did not fail to notice this distinction. He knew human nature well enough to see in Athos’s reserved, almost haughty politeness a touch of hostility, ill-suited to the charged air of a royal court.

“You have credentials, I presume?” Mazarin’s tone was sharp and impatient.

“Yes, Monseigneur,” Athos replied, the word escaping with such difficulty it seemed to scrape his skin. He drew from an embroidered velvet bag under his doublet a dispatch. The cardinal held out his hand.

“Excuse me, Monseigneur,” said Athos. “That dispatch is for the king.”

“As a Frenchman, monsieur, you know the position of a prime minister at the court of France.”

“There was a time,” Athos replied, “when I concerned myself with that. But I resolved long ago to deal only with the king.”

“Then, monsieur,” said Mazarin, growing irritable, “you will see neither the minister nor the king.”

He rose.

Athos slipped the dispatch back in the bag, bowed formally, and moved toward the door. This coldness frustrated Mazarin. “What kind of diplomacy is this?” he exclaimed. “Have we returned to the days when Cromwell sent us his bullies disguised as chargés d’affaires? All you lack, monsieur, is a steel cap on your head and a Bible at your side.”

“Monsieur,” said Athos dryly, “I never had the honor to negotiate with Cromwell as you have. I have only met his chargés d’affaires with sword drawn, and so I am not familiar with how he dealt with prime ministers. As for King Charles II, when he writes to His Majesty King Louis XIV, his letters are not addressed to His Eminence Cardinal Mazarin.”

“I see no diplomacy in that distinction.”

“Ah!” cried Mazarin, raising his thin hand to his forehead. “I remember now!” Athos looked at him in surprise. “Yes, that’s it!” the cardinal continued, staring at Athos. “Yes, I see it now. Diavolo! No wonder.”

“Indeed, I was surprised—with your eminence’s famous memory,” Athos replied, smiling, “you hadn’t recognized me sooner.”

“Always rebellious and grumbling—monsieur—monsieur—what is your name? Wait—a river’s name—Potamos; no—a name of an island—Naxos; no, by Jupiter!—the name of a mountain—Athos! There it is. I’m pleased to see you again, and to be free of Rueil, where you and your cursed friends made me pay a ransom. Fronde! Always Fronde! Cursed Fronde!

“Oh, what grudges! Tell me, monsieur, how do your grievances outlast mine? If anyone has reason to complain, it isn’t you, who left not only unharmed but with the Holy Ghost’s ribbon around your neck.”

“My lord cardinal,” Athos responded, “I must decline such discussion. I have a mission to accomplish. Will you help me, or not?”

“I am surprised,” said Mazarin, now pleased to have regained his balance and dripping with malice, “I am surprised, Monsieur Athos, that a Frondeur like you would accept a mission from the Perfidious Mazarin, as you used to say—” He laughed, interrupted by a coughing fit that ended with a series of wheezing sobs.

“I only accepted the mission at the French king’s court, monsieur le cardinal,” the comte answered, his tone less harsh, now strong enough to show restraint.

“And yet, Monsieur le Frondeur,” Mazarin said lightly, “your task must go through the king—”

“Entrusted to me, Monseigneur. I do not seek out affairs.”

“Very well. I say the negotiation must pass through my hands. Let’s not waste time. What are the terms?”

“I’ve assured your eminence, only the letter from His Majesty King Charles II details his wishes.”

“Come, you are positively ridiculous with your stubbornness, Monsieur Athos. Clearly, those Puritans have influenced you. As for your secret, I know it better than you do. Perhaps you erred in not showing more deference to a man who’s suffered much and fought for his cause—as you have done for yours. You refuse to show me the letter? Or say a word? Good!

“Come with me into my chamber; you’ll speak to the king—before the king himself. But just one last question: who gave you the Fleece? I thought you had the Garter. But the Fleece—I never heard how you got that.”

“Recently, my lord, Spain sent King Charles II a blank brevet for the Fleece on the occasion of his marriage to Louis XIV. Charles II immediately filled in my name and sent it to me.”

Mazarin rose, leaning on Bernouin’s arm as he went back to his ruelle, just as the arrival of M. le Prince was announced. The Prince de Condé, first prince of the blood and victor of Rocroi, Lens, and Nordlingen, entered Mazarin’s apartment with his following. He had already greeted the king when the prime minister drew his curtain aside.

Athos had a moment to see Raoul shaking hands with the Comte de Guiche, who bowed respectfully. He saw too the cardinal’s beaming face as he noted the large pile of gold on the table—winnings from a lucky streak after the cardinal had given his cards to Comte de Guiche. At that instant, schemes of ambassador, embassy, and prince were forgotten; his mind was only on the gold.

“What!” cried the old man, eyes wide. “All that—won?”

“About fifty thousand crowns, yes, monseigneur,” answered the Comte de Guiche, rising. “Shall I give up my seat, or may I continue?”

“Give up! Quit, you’re mad. You’d lose everything. Plague take it!”

“My lord!” said the Prince de Condé, bowing low.

“Good evening, monsieur le prince,” replied the minister casually. “It’s thoughtful of you to visit an old, sick friend.”

“A friend!” muttered the Comte de la Fère, stunned by the strange notion—“friends! when it is Condé and Mazarin!”

Mazarin seemed to sense the Frondeur’s disbelief, for he smiled triumphantly at him. “Sire,” he said to the king, “I have the honor to present Monsieur le Comte de la Fère, ambassador from his Britannic majesty.”

“A matter of state, gentlemen,” he added, making a simple gesture to clear the room. The entire company, led by Prince de Condé, quickly departed.

Raoul gave one last look to the comte before following M. de Condé. Philip of Anjou and the queen appeared to be discussing their exit. “A family matter,” Mazarin suddenly interjected, making them remain. “This gentleman carries a letter in which King Charles II, now restored, requests an alliance between Monsieur, the king’s brother, and Mademoiselle Henrietta, granddaughter of Henry IV. Will you give your letter of credit to the king, Monsieur le Comte?”

Athos paused for a second in surprise.

How could the minister know the contents of the letter, which had never left his care? Still, steady as ever, he handed the dispatch to young King Louis XIV, who took it, blushing. A solemn silence hung over the cardinal’s chamber, broken only by the faint clink of gold as Mazarin, with his thin, yellow hand, put coins in a box while the king read.




Chapter XLI: The Recital

The cardinal’s malice left little room for the ambassador to speak; however, the word “restoration” immediately caught the king’s attention. He turned to the comte, whom he had been observing since his arrival. “Monsieur,” he said, “would you be so kind as to offer us some detail about England’s current situation? You come from there, you are a Frenchman, and the decorations you wear show your merit and your noble rank.”

“Monsieur,” the cardinal put in, looking at the queen-mother, “is an old servant of your majesty, Monsieur le Comte de la Fère.”

Anne of Austria, absorbed in memories—half grandeur, half sorrow—looked at Mazarin. His sly smile hinted at mischief. She turned to Athos for clarity. “Monsieur,” continued the cardinal, “served as a musketeer under Treville, for the late king. He knows England well, having made several journeys there; he is a man of high merit.”

These words brought back memories that made Anne of Austria shudder. England meant hatred for Richelieu but love for Buckingham; a Treville musketeer recalled the saga of triumphs that thrilled her heart and the perils that nearly toppled her young rule.

These references were powerful—an irresistible spell that overcame all the royal personages present, each battling their own thoughts as they pieced together mysteries that the young had never seen and the old believed were gone forever. “Speak, monsieur,” Louis XIV urged, freeing himself first from past worries, doubts, and memories. “Yes, do speak,” added Mazarin, pleased to have landed a little jab at Anne of Austria.

“Sire,” the Comte began, “a sort of miracle has changed King Charles II’s entire fate. What men could not do, God has now resolved to accomplish.”

Mazarin coughed as he stirred in bed. “King Charles II,” Athos continued, “left The Hague not as a fugitive or conqueror, but as a king returning from distant exile to his kingdom, amid universal blessings.”

“A remarkable miracle, indeed,” Mazarin said. “For if the news is correct, King Charles II, who now returns with acclamation, left to the sound of musket fire.”

The king stayed impassive.

Philip, the younger brother, less concerned, could not help but smile—which pleased Mazarin as if it were applause for his joke. “It is evident,” said the king, “that a miracle has taken place; however, God, who does so much for kings, Monsieur le Comte, still counts on people to carry out His plans. To whom does Charles II owe his restoration, above all?”

“Why,” interrupted Mazarin, overriding the king’s pride, “doesn’t Your Majesty know it was M. Monk?”

“I should know,” said Louis XIV, firmly, “but I ask my lord ambassador what caused General Monk’s change of heart.”

“And Your Majesty asks the essential question,” replied Athos. “For, without the miracle I mention, General Monk would no doubt have stayed the determined enemy of Charles II. But Providence saw fit for one bold and ingenious idea to come to one man’s mind, and a devoted, courageous thought to fill another man’s heart.”

The union of these two ideas moved M. Monk from being a determined enemy to a champion of the deposed king.

“These are precisely the details I wanted,” said the king. “Who are these two men?”

“Two Frenchmen, sire.”

“Indeed! That pleases me.”

“And the two ideas,” Mazarin added, “




Chapter XLIV: Colbert

“Colbert. Go!”

Colbert was not far away. Throughout the evening, he had lingered in one of the corridors, engaged in conversation with Bernouin and Brienne, skillfully analyzing the latest news that surfaced like bubbles in water, revealing the subtleties of each event. Now, it is time to sketch, in just a few words, one of the most compelling portraits of the era, capturing it with as much authenticity as contemporary artists have managed.

Colbert was a man who fascinated both historians and moralists. Thirteen years older than his future master, Louis XIV, he stood of average height, slim in build, with deep-set eyes that lent him an ordinary appearance. His hair was coarse, black, and thin—so thin that biographers of his time noted he wore a skullcap from an early age. His demeanor projected severity and, at times, harshness; what might be seen as pride among his subordinates appeared as an air of superior virtue in the presence of his superiors. His expression often seemed surly, even when he was alone and looking in the mirror.

Morally speaking, Colbert was widely praised for his extraordinary talent in managing finances and his ingenuity in drawing productivity even from the most barren circumstances. He devised a plan to force governors of frontier towns to support their garrisons without pay, relying instead on whatever contributions they could gather.

Such a valuable skill led Mazarin to consider replacing his recently deceased intendant, Joubert, with M. Colbert, known for his talent in cutting allowances. Gradually, Colbert made his way into the court despite his humble beginnings; he was the son of a man who started by selling wine, then moved on to selling cloth, and eventually silk. Originally destined for trade, Colbert had worked as a clerk in Lyon for a merchant before moving to Paris to join the office of a procureur named Biterne at the Châtelet. It was there he learned the art of drafting accounts and, more importantly, the subtle skill of complicating them. This somewhat rigid demeanor served Colbert well; indeed, Fortune, when she takes a liking, resembles those women of antiquity who, regardless of physical or moral flaws, were persuaded by their whims.

In 1648, Colbert was appointed alongside Michel Letellier, the Secretary of State, thanks to help from his cousin, Colbert, Seigneur de Saint-Penange, who took him under his wing. One day, he received a commission from the minister for Cardinal Mazarin. At the time, Mazarin was in good health, and the turbulent years of the Fronde had yet to wear him down. He was in Sedan, visibly agitated by a court intrigue suggesting that Anne of Austria was wavering in her support for him. Letellier held the key to this intrigue, having just received a letter from Anne of Austria—an invaluable piece of correspondence that could seriously compromise Mazarin.

Letellier, always skilled at playing both sides to his benefit, had a talent for manipulating his enemies to profit from their discord or to reconcile them when it was advantageous. He intended to send Anne of Austria’s letter to Mazarin, ensuring the cardinal was both informed and grateful for his service. Sending the letter was straightforward, but getting it back after Mazarin had read it was a much greater challenge.

Letellier looked around and, spotting the thin, serious clerk scribbling away in his office, decided he trusted him more than even the most competent gendarme for the task. He ordered Colbert to travel to Sedan with clear instructions: deliver a letter to Mazarin and bring it back to Letellier. Colbert listened carefully, asking for the instructions to be repeated twice. He wanted to confirm if bringing the letter back was as important as delivering it, to which Letellier replied firmly, “It’s even more important.”

With that, Colbert set out, traveling like a courier, disregarding his own comfort. He first placed in Mazarin’s hands a letter from Letellier announcing the delivery of an important letter, followed by the letter itself. As Mazarin read Anne of Austria’s letter, he flushed with emotion, then showed Colbert a warm smile before dismissing him.

“When can I expect a response, Monseigneur?” Colbert asked.

“Tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow morning?”

“Yes, monsieur.”

The clerk turned on his heel and bowed deeply. The next day, he was at his post by seven o’clock.

Mazarin kept him waiting until ten o’clock. Colbert waited patiently in the antechamber, and when it was finally his turn, he entered the cardinal’s office. Mazarin handed him a sealed packet, its envelope marked: Monsieur Michel Letellier, etc. Colbert studied the packet closely as Mazarin put on a pleasant face and nudged him toward the door.

“And the letter from the queen mother, my lord?” Colbert asked. “It’s included with the rest, in the packet,” Mazarin replied.

“Oh, very well,” said Colbert, setting his hat between his knees and beginning to open the packet. Mazarin cried out. “What are you doing?” he demanded, voice angry.

“I’m opening the packet, my lord.”

“So you don’t trust me, do you, you insufferable pedant? Has anyone ever seen such impudence?”

“Oh!

“My lord, please don’t be angry with me! I would never question your honorable word, God forbid!”

“What then?”

“It is the thoroughness of your chancery that concerns me, my lord. What is a letter but a mere scrap of paper? And can a scrap not be forgotten? Look, my lord, see if I was not right.”

“Your clerks have forgotten the rag; the letter isn’t in the packet.”

“You insolent fool! You haven’t even looked!” Mazarin snapped, furious. “Get out and wait for my pleasure.” With a deft Italian gesture, he snatched the packet from Colbert’s hands and went into his rooms. Yet this anger was short-lived, soon overcome by a more reasonable mood. Each morning, as Mazarin opened his closet, he found Colbert standing like a sentinel behind the bench, always humbly but persistently asking for the queen-mother’s letter.

Eventually, Mazarin gave in and had to hand it over. He did so with a sharp reprimand, while Colbert examined the paper thoroughly—feeling its texture, studying the writing, even smelling it—as if he were facing the kingdom’s finest forger. Despite Mazarin’s rudeness, Colbert remained calm, and once he was sure the letter was genuine, he left as if nothing had happened.

This episode later earned him Joubert’s position. Instead of bearing a grudge, Mazarin admired him and aimed to cultivate this loyalty. This single story reveals much about Colbert’s character. As time passed, all his abilities had the chance to show themselves. Colbert quickly became indispensable to the cardinal. He was familiar with all Mazarin’s accounts, even though the cardinal had not discussed them with him. This shared secret forged a strong bond between them. So, when Mazarin faced the possibility of leaving this world, he was eager for wise advice on managing the wealth he was so reluctant to part with.

After Guenaud’s visit, he summoned Colbert and invited him to sit.

“Let’s have a serious conversation, Monsieur Colbert, for I am quite ill and may not have much time left.”

“Man is mortal,” Colbert replied. “I have always kept that in mind, Monseigneur, and I have worked with that knowledge. You know I have managed to accumulate some wealth.”

“I am aware of that, Monseigneur.”

“Can you estimate, as closely as possible, the total amount of this wealth, Monsieur Colbert?”

“Forty million, five hundred sixty thousand, two hundred livres, nine sous, and eight deniers,” Colbert answered. The cardinal let out a deep sigh, gazing at Colbert in astonishment, but a smile gradually appeared on his lips.

“Known money,” Colbert replied, answering the cardinal’s smile. Mazarin jolted upright in his bed.

“What do you mean by that?” he asked.

“I mean,” Colbert explained, “that in addition to the forty million, five hundred sixty thousand, two hundred livres, nine sous, and eight deniers, there are another thirteen million that remain unrecorded.”

“Ouf!” Mazarin groaned, “What a man!”

At that moment, Bernouin’s head appeared through the doorway.

“What is it?” Mazarin asked, irritation in his voice. “Why do you interrupt?”

“The Theatin father, your eminence’s confessor, was summoned this evening, but he cannot return to my lord until after tomorrow.”

Mazarin looked at Colbert, who stood and took his hat.

“I’ll come back, my lord,” he said.

Mazarin paused. “No, no,” he replied. “I have as much business to discuss with you as with him.”

“Besides, you are my other confessor—and what I share with one, the other may hear. Stay here, Colbert.”

“But my lord, if there’s no secret to confess, will the confessor allow me to remain?”

“Don’t worry about that; come into the ruelle.”

“I can wait outside, Monseigneur.”

“No, no, it will do you good to hear the confession of a rich man.”

Colbert bowed and stepped into the ruelle.

“Introduce the Theatin father,” Mazarin said, drawing the curtains closed.




Chapter XLV: Confession of a Man of Wealth

The Theatin entered calmly, undisturbed by the noise and turmoil caused by the anxiety about the cardinal’s health.

“Come in, my reverend father,” said Mazarin, glancing once more down the hallway. “Come in and comfort me.”

“That is my duty, my lord,” replied the Theatin.

“Please, sit down and make yourself comfortable. I’m going to begin with a general confession. After that, you can grant me a proper absolution, and I’ll feel much more at ease.”

“My lord,” the father said, “you aren’t so ill that a general confession is urgent—and it will be rather tiring. Please be cautious.”

“You think it might take a while, father?”

“How could I think otherwise, given how fully you’ve lived, your eminence?”

“Ah! That’s true! Yes, the account may be quite long.”

“The mercy of God is vast,” the Theatin sniffled.

“But wait,” Mazarin interjected, “I’m beginning to scare myself with all the things I’ve let slip that the Lord might judge me for.”

“Isn’t that always the way?” the Theatin said innocently, pulling his thin, pointed face further from the lamp, looking like a mole. “Sinners are forgetful beforehand and so scrupulous when it’s too late.”

“Sinners?” Mazarin replied. “Are you using that word ironically to reproach me for all the lineages I’ve allowed to be traced back to me—I, the son of a fisherman, of all things?”

[This is nearly untranslatable—it’s a play on the French words pécheur (grave accent: sinner) and pêcheur (circumflex: fisherman).]

“It is in rather poor taste.” —TRANS.]

“Hum!” said the Theatin. “There’s a first sin, Father; for I’ve even claimed descent from two ancient Roman consuls: S. Geganius Macerinus I, Macerinus II, and Proculus Macerinus III, as noted in the Chronicle of Haolander. The link from Macerinus to Mazarin is tempting, after all. ‘Macerinus’—a diminutive—means lean, poor, or out of sorts. Oh!”

“Reverend Father! Mazarini can now be compared to the emaciated Maigre, as thin as Lazarus. Look!” He pointed at his thin arms. “Your beginnings as a fisherman’s son are nothing to be ashamed of; St. Peter was a fisherman too. And if you are a prince of the Church, then he was its supreme head. Please, continue.”

“All the more reason for my earlier threat to imprison a certain Bounet, a priest from Avignon, who dared publish an overly imaginative genealogy of the Casa Mazarini.”

“To make it appear more believable?” replied the Theatin.

“Oh! If I had followed his suggestion, father, that would have been the sin of pride—yet another vice.”

“It was only an excess of wit, and one shouldn’t be reproached for such things. Move on, move on!”

“I was all pride. You see, father, I’ll try to break that down into the capital sins.”

“I approve of good categorization.”

“I’m glad to hear it. You should know that in 1630—alas! That was thirty-one years ago—”

“You were twenty-nine then, monseigneur.”

“An impulsive age.”

I was a bit of a soldier then, and I threw myself into the conflict at Casal, eager to show I could ride as well as any officer. It’s true that I restored peace between the French and the Spaniards, which redeems my fault somewhat.

“I see no sin in your skill at riding,” replied the Theatin. “That’s a mark of good taste and reflects well on our order. As a Christian, I commend your efforts to prevent bloodshed; as a monk, I take pride in your bravery.”

Mazarin bowed his head, humbled. “Yes,” he said, “but what about the consequences?”

“What consequences?”

“Ah, that cursed sin of pride has deep roots.”

Ever since I threw myself between two armies, having smelled gunpowder and faced soldiers, I have held generals in some contempt.”

“Ah!” said the father. “There’s the problem; I haven’t found one I can tolerate since then.”

“The truth is,” the Theatin interjected, “the generals we’ve had have not been particularly remarkable.”

“Oh!” exclaimed Mazarin, “but there was Monsieur le Prince. I made his life quite difficult!”

“He’s not to be pitied; he’s earned enough glory and fortune.”

“That may be true for Monsieur le Prince, but what about M. Beaufort? I kept him languishing for so long in the dungeon at Vincennes.”

“Ah! But he was a rebel, and the state’s safety required that sacrifice. Move on!”

“I believe I have exhausted all pride.”

“There’s another sin I hesitate to mention.”

“I can name it myself. Go on.”

“A grave sin, reverend father!”

“We shall see, monseigneur.”

“You must have heard of certain… relationships I’ve had—with her majesty, the queen-mother; the gossip—”

“The gossip, my lord, are fools. Wasn’t it necessary for the good of the state and the interests of the young king that you maintain a cordial relationship with the queen? Go on, go on!”

“I assure you,” said Mazarin, “you take a great weight off my chest.”

“These are mere trifles! Look for something serious.”

“I have harbored great ambition, father.”

“That is the nature of great minds and great matters, my lord.”

“Even the wish for the tiara?”

“To be pope is to be the highest among Christians. Why shouldn’t you aspire to that?”

“It’s been said that, to reach that goal, I sold Cambria to the Spaniards.”

“Perhaps you have even written pamphlets without strictly punishing those who wrote them.”

“Well, reverend father, then my conscience is truly clear. Nothing remains but minor indiscretions.”

“And what are those?”

“Gambling.”

“That’s rather worldly; yet, as a man of status, you had to keep up a good household.”

“I like winning.”

“No one plays to lose.”

“I may have cheated a little.”

“You took your advantage.”

“Very well.”

“Well, reverend father, I really feel nothing else weighs on my conscience. Grant me absolution, and my soul will be free to ascend to the throne when God calls it—without hindrance.”

The Theatin remained unmoving, not raising his arms or lips.

“What are you waiting for, father?” Mazarin asked.

“I’m waiting for the end.”

“The end of what?”

“The end of the confession, monsieur.”

“But I have finished.”

“Oh, no; your eminence is mistaken.”

“Not that I know of.”

“Search carefully.”

“I have searched as best I can.”

“Then I shall help jog your memory.”

“Please do.”

The Theatin cleared his throat several times.

“You haven’t mentioned avarice, another capital sin, nor those millions,” he said.

“What millions, Father?”

“Why, those you possess, my lord.”

“Father, that money is mine. Why should I talk about it with you?”

“Because we don’t agree. You claim that money is yours, while I believe it belongs to others.”

Mazarin lifted his cold hand to his brow, which was glistening with sweat.

“How so?” he stammered.

“Let me explain. Your Excellency has amassed considerable wealth while serving the king.”

“Hum! Considerable—that is, not overly so.”

“No matter the sum, where did that wealth come from?”

“From the state.”

“The state—that is, the king.”

“But what do you mean by that, Father?” Mazarin asked, his voice trembling.

“I can’t conclude without first seeing a list of the riches you have. Let’s tally them up, if you don’t mind. You have the bishopric of Metz?”

“Yes.”

“And the abbeys of St. Clement, St. Arnould, and St. Vincent, all in Metz?”

“Yes.”

“You also have the abbey of St. Denis in France, with a magnificent estate?”

“Yes, Father.”

“You have the abbey of Cluny, which is quite rich?”

“I do.”

“And St. Medard at Soissons, with an income of one hundred thousand livres?”

“I can’t deny it.”

“And St. Victor in Marseilles—one of the finest in the south?”

“Yes, Father.”

“That comes to a good million a year. With the emoluments from the cardinalship and the ministry, I’d say two million a year is probably an understatement.”

“Eh!”

“In ten years, that’s twenty million—and if you invest those twenty million at fifty percent, it grows to twenty-three million in a decade.”

“You’re quite the accountant for a Theatin!”

“Ever since your eminence established our order in the convent near St. Germain des Prés in 1644, I have managed the society’s accounts.”

“And mine as well, it seems, Father.”

“One should understand everything, my lord.”

“Very well.”

“Finish, if you please.”

“I conclude that your fortunes are too great for you to pass through the gates of Paradise.”

“Will I be damned?”

“If you don’t make restitution, then yes.”

Mazarin let out a desperate cry.

“Restitution! But to whom, my God?”

“To the rightful owner of that money—to the king.”

“But the king did not give it all to me.”

“Just a moment—doesn’t the king sign the ordinances?”

Mazarin went from sighs to groans.

“Absolution! Absolution!” he cried.

“It’s impossible, my lord. Restitution!”

“Restitution!” echoed the Theatin.

“But you absolve me from all my other sins—why not from that?”

“Because,” the father replied, “to absolve you for that would be a sin for which the king would never forgive me, my lord.”

With that, the confessor left his penitent, his face filled with regret. He exited just as he had entered.

“Oh, good God!” groaned the cardinal. “Come here, Colbert. I am very, very ill indeed, my friend.”




Chapter XLVI: The Donation

Colbert emerged from behind the curtains.

“Have you heard?” Mazarin asked.

“Unfortunately, yes, my lord.”

“Could he be right? Is it possible that all this money was acquired improperly?”

“A Theatin, monseigneur, is hardly the best judge of financial matters,” Colbert replied calmly. “Still, it’s quite possible that, based on his theological views, your eminence may have been mistaken in some respects.”

“People often realize this too late—when they die.”

“Their first and greatest mistake, Colbert, is simply dying.”

“That’s true, my lord. But whom did the Theatin accuse you of wronging? The king?”

Mazarin shrugged.

“As if I hadn’t saved both his country and his finances.”

“That is beyond dispute, my lord.”

“Is it? Then I’ve only received a legitimate salary, despite my confessor’s opinion?”

“Without question.”

“And could I not rightfully keep a significant fortune for my own needy family—one that I’ve earned entirely?”

“I see no reason why not, monseigneur.”

“I knew consulting you would yield sensible advice,” Mazarin said, clearly pleased. Colbert resumed his pedantic tone.

“My lord,” he interrupted, “I think it would be wise to consider whether the Theatin’s words might be a trap.”

“Oh, a trap? For what purpose? The Theatin is an honest man.”

“He assumed your eminence must be dying since you asked his advice. Did I not hear him say, ‘Distinguish what the king has given you from what you have given yourself’? Remember, my lord, if he didn’t say very nearly that—it’s almost theatrical, wouldn’t you agree?”

“That’s possible.”

“In which case, my lord, I would interpret the Theatin’s words as an expectation for you to—”

“To make restitution!” Mazarin exclaimed, his voice rising with emotion. “Eh!

“I do not say no.”

“What? You can’t be serious! You sound just like the confessor.”

“To make restitution of a portion—that is, his majesty’s share; and that, monseigneur, could be very risky. Your eminence is too shrewd a politician not to realize that, right now, the king does not have a clear hundred and fifty thousand livres in his treasury.”

“That is not my concern,” Mazarin replied, a triumphant glint in his eye. “That is M. le Surintendant Fouquet’s responsibility, whose accounts I asked you to examine a few months ago.”

Colbert bit his lip at the mention of Fouquet.

“His majesty,” he muttered, “has no money except what M. Fouquet collects.

“Your money, Monseigneur, would provide him with a magnificent feast.”

“Well, I am not the superintendent of His Majesty’s finances. I have my own purse, and surely I would do much for the king’s welfare—perhaps a bequest—but I cannot overlook my family.”

“A partial legacy would dishonor you and offend the king. Giving only a portion to His Majesty suggests that you doubt the legitimacy of the way it was acquired.”

“Monsieur Colbert!”

“I thought your eminence honored me by seeking my




Chapter XLVII: How Anne of Austria Offered One Piece of Advice to Louis XIV

The news of the cardinal’s serious illness had spread quickly, capturing as much attention among the residents of the Louvre as the recent announcement of Monsieur’s marriage, the king’s brother. Hardly had Louis XIV returned home, his mind swirling with the events of the evening, when an usher informed him that the same throng of courtiers who had crowded around him at his lever that morning now gathered for his coucher. This show of respect was remarkable; during the cardinal’s authority, the court had shown similar, if less discreet, deference to the minister, often ignoring the king’s feelings.

But now, as the minister suffered from a stubborn bout of gout, the tides of flattery were swinging toward the throne. Courtiers have an uncanny instinct for changes in fortune; they excel at the intricate art of court intrigue, predicting the outcomes of battles, and even diagnosing the illnesses of the sick.

Louis XIV, taught by his mother the importance of this lesson among others, immediately sensed that the cardinal was gravely ill. As soon as Anne of Austria led the young queen to her rooms and removed her ceremonial headdress, she made her way to her son’s cabinet. There, he sat alone, pensive and withdrawn, struggling with one of those intense inner battles—what might be called a king’s passion—that, if left unchecked, could change the course of events. Thanks to his remarkable self-control, these passions often surfaced as harmless tempests. His most famous outburst, which Saint-Simon would later recall with amazement, happened fifty years later over a minor deception by the Duc de Maine, resulting in a flurry of cane blows delivered to a poor valet who had stolen a biscuit.

At this moment, the young king was caught in a double turmoil. Gazing into a mirror, he thought, “O king!—a king only in name, not in reality;—just a phantom, a hollow apparition!—an immobile statue, drawing only the bows of courtiers. When will you lift your velvet arm, or clench your silken fist? When will you open your lips for something other than sighs or smiles, lips forced into the silence of the marble statues in your gallery?”

Feeling weighed down by these thoughts, he ran a hand across his forehead, longing for fresh air. He went to the window and looked down to find horsemen talking below, surrounded by crowds of curious onlookers. These riders were part of the royal watch, while the bystanders represented the people, ever eager to see their king, much as they would a rhinoceros, a crocodile, or even a serpent. Striking his brow with his open hand, he exclaimed, “King of France!”

What a title! People of France! What a mixture of characters! I have just returned to my Louvre; my horses, still steaming with sweat, have only now been unharnessed. Yet, for all my efforts, I attracted no more than twenty stares as I passed by. Twenty! What am I saying?

“No, there aren’t twenty people eager to see the King of France. In fact, there aren’t even ten archers to guard my house. All the archers, the people, the guards—they’re at the Palais Royal! Why, my God! Don’t I, as king, have the right to require your presence?”

“Because,” replied a voice from the other side of the cabinet door, “because all the gold—and therefore all the power of those who want to rule—lies at the Palais Royal.”

Louis turned quickly. The voice belonged to Anne of Austria. Startled, the king hurried to her side.

“I hope,” he said, “your majesty hasn’t paid any mind to the empty words that solitude and the burdens of kings sometimes inspire, even in the happiest souls.”

“I picked up on only one thing, my son,” replied the queen, “and that was your complaints.”

“Who, me? Not at all,” protested Louis XIV. “You’re mistaken, madame.”

“Then what were you doing?”

“I thought I was under my professor’s guidance, developing a subject for an oration.”

“My son,” Anne of Austria said, shaking her head, “you’re wrong not to trust my word; you’re wrong not to confide in me. A day will come—perhaps soon—when you’ll remember this truth: ‘Gold is the universal power, and only those who wield it are true kings.’”

“Your meaning,” the king continued, “was not to criticize the wealthy men of this era, was it?”

“No,” the queen replied sincerely. “No, sire; those who are wealthy in your time are so because you have allowed it. I bear them no ill will or envy; they surely have served you well enough to earn their rewards. That is what I meant by the words you questioned.”

“God forbid, madame, that I should ever reproach my mother for anything!”

“Moreover,” Anne of Austria continued, “the Lord grants the goods of this world only temporarily. As a balance to honor and riches, He has placed suffering, sickness, and death. No one,” she added with a thoughtful smile that reflected her own contemplation of mortality, “can take their fortune or honor with them to the grave. So, it follows that the young reap the bountiful harvest prepared by the old.”

Louis listened attentively, realizing that Anne of Austria was speaking to comfort him.

“Madame,” he said, fixing his gaze on his mother, “one might almost think you have more to say to me.”

“I have nothing more, my son; but you must have realized that His Eminence the Cardinal is very ill.”

Louis studied his mother, searching her face for any emotion in her words, any sadness. Anne of Austria’s expression had changed a bit—perhaps influenced by the cancer already beginning to ache in her breast. “Yes, Madame,” the king replied, “yes, M. de Mazarin is certainly very ill.”

“And it would be a tremendous loss for France if God were to call His Eminence away. Do you not share my concern, my son?” the queen asked.

“Yes, madame; yes, certainly, it would be a great loss for France,” Louis replied, blushing slightly. “But I do not think the danger is as grave as people believe; besides, the cardinal is still quite young.”

Just as the king finished, an usher came forward, lifting the tapestry and holding out a paper, awaiting the king’s attention.

“What do you have there?” the king asked.

“A message from M. de Mazarin,” the usher replied.

“Give it here,” the king commanded, taking the paper. But just as he was about to open it, a loud commotion broke out from the gallery, the antechamber, and the courtyard.

“Ah, ah,” Louis XIV said, recognizing the meaning of these three noises. “How could I claim there is only one king in France? I was mistaken; there are two.”

As he pondered this, the door opened, revealing the superintendent of finances, Fouquet, before his nominal master. It was Fouquet who had caused the noise in the antechamber, and his horse the disturbance in the courtyard. Along with this, a hum of voices echoed through the hallway, lingering even after he had gone by. It was this murmur that caught Louis XIV’s ear.

He regretted deeply not having caught the words as they faded away. “He is not exactly a king, as you might say,” Anne of Austria remarked, “but merely a man who is far too wealthy—that’s all.”

As she spoke, her bitterness made her words almost harsh. In contrast, the king’s brow stayed smooth and calm, not a single crease marring it. He nodded casually to Fouquet while he continued to open the paper given to him by the usher. Fouquet noticed this and, with both grace and respect, approached the queen to avoid interrupting the king. Although Louis had unfolded the paper, he did not look at it. He listened to Fouquet lavish compliments on the queen regarding her hand and arm.

Anne of Austria’s frown eased somewhat; she almost smiled. Fouquet noticed the king, instead of reading, was observing him. So he turned slightly, continuing his conversation with the queen while facing Louis.

“You know, Monsieur Fouquet,” said Louis, “that M. Mazarin is seriously ill?”

“Yes, sire, I know,” Fouquet replied. “In fact, he is very unwell. I was at my country house at Vaux when I heard the news, and the situation seemed so pressing that I came straight here.”

“You left Vaux this evening, monsieur?”

“An hour and a half ago, yes, your majesty,” Fouquet said, glancing at his diamond-studded watch.

“An hour and a half!” the king exclaimed, trying to mask his irritation but unable to hide his surprise.

“I understand, sire. Your majesty may doubt my word, but I assure you, I have truly arrived in that time—amazing as it may seem! I recently received three pairs of exceptionally fast horses from England, just as promised. They were stationed four leagues apart, and tonight I put them to the test. They brought me from Vaux to the Louvre in just an hour and a half, so you see, your majesty, that I have not been deceived.” The queen-mother smiled slightly, a hint of secret envy in her eyes. Fouquet sensed her feelings.

“So, madame,” he answered quickly, “such horses are meant for kings, not for subjects; after all, a king should always lead in everything.”

The king looked up. “And yet, as far as I know,” Anne of Austria interjected, “you are not a king, M. Fouquet.”

“Indeed not, madame; which is why these horses await only his majesty’s orders to enter the royal stables. If I dared use them, it was only to make sure I might present the king with nothing less than exceptional.”

The king reddened. “You understand, Monsieur Fouquet,” the queen said, “that here in France it isn’t customary for a subject to give a present to his king.”

Louis started. “I had hoped, madame,” Fouquet said, visibly troubled, “that my affection for his majesty and my constant desire to please him would excuse any breach of etiquette. What I offered was more than a gift; it was a kind of tribute.”

“Thank you, Monsieur Fouquet,” the king said politely, “and I appreciate your intention, for I do love fine horses; but you know I am not wealthy. You, as my superintendent of finances, know this better than anyone.”

“I am unable, however much I wish it, to buy such a valuable set of horses.”

Fouquet sent a proud glance at the queen-mother, who seemed to enjoy the awkward position the minister had created for himself, and replied, “Luxury is the virtue of kings, Your Majesty. It is luxury that makes them resemble the gods; it is through luxury that they rise above ordinary men. With luxury, a king delights his subjects and brings them honor. From the gentle warmth of royal luxury comes the luxury of individuals—a source of prosperity for the people. By accepting these six splendid horses, His Majesty would inspire pride among breeders in Limousin, Perche, and Normandy, stirring a spirit of competition that would benefit all. Yet the king remains silent, and I find myself condemned.”

As he spoke, Louis unconsciously folded and unfolded Mazarin’s paper, without glancing at it. At last, he looked down and gasped at the first line he read.

“What’s wrong, my son?” the queen asked, hurrying toward the king.

“It’s from the cardinal,” the king replied, eyes fixed on the parchment. “Yes, yes, it’s definitely from him.”

“Is he worse, then?”

“Read!” the king exclaimed, handing the document to his mother, as if he believed that only by reading it would Anne of Austria understand the astonishing news it held.

As Anne of Austria read, her eyes sparkled with joy—a brightness she tried to suppress, which did not escape Fouquet’s notice. “Oh! It’s a properly drafted deed of gift,” she said.

“A gift?” Fouquet repeated, confused.

“Yes,” the king answered, pointedly addressing the superintendent, “yes, just before his death, Monsieur le Cardinal has bequeathed all his wealth to me.”

“Forty million!” exclaimed the queen. “Oh, my son! This is incredibly generous of his eminence and will surely silence all the malicious rumors. Forty million, carefully gathered over the years, now returned to the treasury in a single gesture! It is the act of a faithful subject and a good Christian.” After glancing over the document once more, she returned it to Louis XIV, whose excitement was clear at the mention of the sum. Fouquet took a step back in silence. The king turned to him and extended the paper in his direction.

The superintendent cast a quick, dismissive glance at the letter before bowing slightly. “Yes, sire,” he said, “a donation, I see.”

“You must respond to it, my son,” Anne of Austria insisted. “You must reply at once.”

“But how, madame?” the young king asked.

“By paying a visit to the cardinal.”

“But I have just left his eminence an hour ago,” the king protested. “Then write, sire.”

“Write!” he grumbled, clearly unwilling. “Well,” Anne of Austria went on, “I think that a man who has just made such a great gift has every right to expect a quick thank-you note.” She turned to Fouquet. “Do you not agree, monsieur?”

“That the gift deserves a response? Certainly, madame,” Fouquet replied, his proud tone noticeable to the king. “So accept it and give your thanks,” Anne of Austria insisted. “What do you say, M. Fouquet?” Louis XIV inquired. “Do you wish to give me your opinion?”

“Yes.”

“Thank him, sire—”

“Ah!” the queen interrupted. “But do not accept,” Fouquet continued.

“And why not?” the queen asked.

“You’ve already answered that yourself, madame,” Fouquet replied. “Kings ought not, and cannot, accept gifts from their subjects.”

The king was silent, caught between these two opposite positions. “But forty million!” Anne of Austria exclaimed, in the tone that, years later, poor Marie Antoinette would echo when she said, “You will tell me as much!”

“I know,” Fouquet replied, smiling, “forty million is a great sum—a sum that could nearly tempt a royal conscience.”

“But, monsieur,” Anne of Austria said, “instead of persuading the king not to accept this gift, remind his majesty, as you should, that these forty million would be a fortune for him.”

“It is because this forty million is such a fortune,” Fouquet replied, “that I tell the king: Sire, if it is improper for a king to accept six horses worth twenty thousand livres from a subject, it would be disgraceful for him to owe a fortune to a subject, no matter how scrupulous that subject might be in acquiring it.”

“It is not your place, monsieur, to instruct your king,” Anne of Austria said. “You would do better to provide him with forty million to replace what you tell him to refuse.”

“The king will have them whenever he wants,” the superintendent answered with a bow.

“Yes—by oppressing the people,” the queen replied.

“And were they not oppressed, madame,” Fouquet said, “when they bore the burden of raising those forty million in the first place? Besides, his majesty has asked for my opinion, and I have given it; if he asks for my agreement, my answer will not change.”

“Nonsense! Accept, my son, accept,” urged Anne of Austria. “You are above rumors and interpretations.”

“Refuse, sire,” Fouquet pressed. “As long as a king lives, he must answer to his conscience alone—no one judges him but himself. But when he is gone, he faces posterity, which will either applaud or condemn him.”

“Thank you, mother,” Louis said, bowing respectfully to the queen.

“Thank you, Monsieur Fouquet,” he said, dismissing the superintendent with a polite nod. “Do you accept?” Anne of Austria asked again. “I shall think it over,” he replied, glancing at Fouquet.




Chapter XLVIII: Agony

On the day the deed of gift was sent to the king, the cardinal arranged to be transported to Vincennes.

The king and the court followed him there, drawn by the last flickers of the torch that still cast enough light to overshadow all other sources. As mentioned before, the faithful companion of his minister, the young Louis XIV, stayed by his side until the very end. The illness, as Guenaud had predicted, had worsened; it was no longer simply a matter of gout, but had become a struggle with death itself. What added to his suffering was the mental turmoil over the gift he had sent to the king, which, according to Colbert, the king should return unaccepted to the cardinal. The cardinal, as we’ve noted, placed great trust in his secretary’s predictions. However, the sum was so considerable that, despite Colbert’s shrewdness, the cardinal sometimes wondered whether the Theatin could have been mistaken. After all, the odds of him escaping damnation seemed just as good as those of Louis XIV returning his millions.

Moreover, the longer the donation took to return, the more Mazarin felt that forty million was worth a little risk—especially when the matter concerned something as uncertain as the soul. In both his roles as cardinal and prime minister, Mazarin was nearly an atheist and decidedly a materialist. Each time the door opened, he turned sharply, expecting the return of his precarious gift. When that hope faded, he sighed, feeling a pain even greater for having briefly forgotten his troubles.

Anne of Austria had also followed the cardinal. Though age had made her heart a bit more self-centered, she couldn’t help but feel a sorrow for the dying man—one she owed him as a wife, according to some, and as a sovereign, according to others. In a sense, she wore a look of mourning in advance, and the entire court echoed her somber air. Louis, careful not to reveal his inner turmoil, remained in his own apartments, attended only by his nurse. As the hour approached, he grew more humble and patient, retreating into himself as strong men often do when gathering their strength for an important moment ahead.

Extreme unction had been administered to the cardinal, who, true to his habits of deceit, fought against appearances—and even reality—by continuing to receive visitors in bed, as if he were only suffering from a mild illness. Guenaud, for his part, remained silent; weary of constant visits and questions, he limited himself to saying, “His eminence is still full of youth and strength, but God wills what He wills, and when He decides to lay a man low, that man will fall.” These words, spoken with caution and reserve, were closely analyzed by two individuals: the king, and the cardinal himself.

Despite Guenaud’s grim prediction, Mazarin held onto hope—or rather, played his role so well that even the keenest observers who claimed to see through him were in fact deceived by his act. Louis, after staying away from the cardinal for two days, found himself preoccupied with the very donation that troubled Mazarin. He struggled to make sense of the cardinal’s behavior. As the son of Louis XIII, and following his father’s legacy, he had so far hardly acted like a king; while he longed for power, he was still gripped by the fear that often comes with the unknown. So, after much quiet thought, he reached a decision: he would ask for an audience with Mazarin.

Anne of Austria, devoted as ever in her care of the cardinal, was the first to hear the king’s proposal and relayed it to the dying man, which stirred him deeply. Why would Louis seek an audience? Was it to return the deed, as Colbert had suggested? Or was it to accept it after a word of thanks, as Mazarin believed? The dying man, acutely aware that this uncertainty only increased his agony, made a rapid decision. “His Majesty will be welcome—very welcome indeed,” he exclaimed, and gave Colbert, who sat at his bedside, a look his secretary understood perfectly.

“Madame,” continued Mazarin, “would you be kind enough to assure the king yourself of the truth of what I’ve just said?”

Anne of Austria rose, eager to settle the matter of the forty million—a subject weighing on everyone’s mind. She left, and Mazarin, gathering his strength, turned to Colbert. “Well, Colbert,” he said, “two days have passed—two agonizing days—and still we have heard nothing from the other side.”

“Patience, my lord,” Colbert replied.

“Patience?” Mazarin exclaimed, his frustration breaking through. “Are you mad? You tell me to have patience while I hover on the edge of despair? Oh, Colbert, you must be laughing at me. I feel as if I’m dying, and you tell me to wait!”

“My lord,” Colbert said, remaining perfectly calm, “it is impossible for things not to happen as I have predicted.”

“His Majesty is coming to see you, and no doubt he brings the deed himself.”

“Do you really think so? I, for one, am quite certain His Majesty is only coming to thank me.”

At that moment, Anne of Austria returned. On her way to her son’s apartments, she had encountered a new remedy—a powder said to have the power to save the cardinal. She brought some with her. But this was not what Mazarin expected; he refused to even look at it, declaring that life was not worth the effort taken to preserve it. Yet, while defending this philosophical point, his long-held secret finally slipped out.

“That, madame,” he said, “is not the most interesting part of my situation. Just two days ago, I made a large donation to the king. Until now, out of delicacy, his majesty has not mentioned it; but now, the moment for a clear explanation has come. I beg you, madame, tell me if the king has made a decision about this gift.”

Anne of Austria was about to answer, but Mazarin interrupted her. “The truth, madame,” he pleaded—“for heaven’s sake, the truth! Do not offer false hope to a dying man.”

He paused, a glance from Colbert warning him he was wandering. “I know,” Anne of Austria said, taking the cardinal’s hand, “that you have not merely made a small donation—as you modestly call it—but a splendid gift. I know how painful it would be for you if the king—”

Mazarin listened, even in his weakness, with a focus and intensity that ten healthy men could not have matched.




Chapter XLIX: The First Appearance of Colbert

The whole night passed in agony, shared alike by the dying man and the king: Mazarin longed for his release, Louis for his freedom. The king did not go to bed. An hour after leaving the cardinal’s chambers, he learned that, with a brief return of strength, the dying man had insisted on being dressed, adorned, and made up so he could receive the ambassadors. Like Augustus, he clearly saw the world as a grand theater, eager to play out the final scene of the drama. Anne of Austria no longer visited the cardinal’s chambers; her presence was now considered unnecessary. Propriety was given as the reason. The cardinal, for his part, did not ask about her; the advice the queen had given her son lingered bitterly in his mind.

As midnight approached, still in his ceremonial dress, Mazarin was seized by the first pangs of true agony. He had just revised his will, making sure it reflected his real wishes. Worried that someone might take advantage of his weakness to change its terms, he told Colbert to patrol the hallway outside his chamber like the most faithful of guards. The king, alone in his private rooms, sent his nurse to Mazarin’s bedside every hour, each time with the order to return with a full report on the cardinal’s condition. After hearing that Mazarin had dressed, put on makeup, and seen the ambassadors, Louis was stunned to then learn that prayers for the dying were being said for the cardinal. At one in the morning, Guenaud administered a final remedy—a last relic of the old traditions of that age, soon fading, when it was believed death could be pushed back by a desperate effort. After taking the medicine, Mazarin breathed freely for nearly ten minutes. Then, he ordered it announced everywhere that there’d been a lucky change in his condition.

Hearing this, the king broke out in a cold sweat; he had caught a glimpse of liberty, and now slavery seemed darker and more intolerable than ever. Still, the next update reversed everything. Mazarin was now so weak he could hardly breathe and could barely follow the prayers of the priest from Saint-Nicholas-des-Champs at his side. The king resumed his anxious pacing, occasionally consulting papers from a chest to which only he had the key. A third time, the nurse returned. M. de Mazarin had just made a joke and given an order to have his “Flora” by Titian revarnished. Finally, at about two in the morning, the king could no longer fight his fatigue; he hadn’t slept in twenty-four hours. Sleep, so irresistible at his age, overpowered him for about an hour. But he didn’t go to bed; he simply nodded off in an armchair. Around four, his nurse woke him as she entered.

“Well?” the king asked.

“Well, my dear sire,” the nurse said, folding her hands and looking deeply sympathetic. “Well; he is dead!”

The king sprang up as if by a hidden spring. “Dead!” he cried.

“Alas! Yes.”

“Are you absolutely certain?”

“Yes.”

“Is it official?”

“Yes.”

“Has the news been made public?”

“Not yet.”

“Who told you the cardinal was dead?”

“M. Colbert.”

“Colbert?”

“Yes.”

“And he was sure?”

“He came out of the chamber and for some minutes held a glass before the cardinal’s lips.”

“Ah!” said the king. “And where is M. Colbert now?”

“He has just left his eminence’s chamber.”

“Where is he now?”

“He followed me.”

“So he is—”

“Sire, waiting at your door until you are ready to receive him.”

Louis hurried to the door, opened it himself, and saw Colbert standing in the corridor. The king was surprised by the sight of this man, dressed all in black. Colbert made a deep bow and took two steps toward his majesty. Louis returned to his chamber, motioning for Colbert to come in. Colbert entered, and Louis dismissed the nurse, who quietly closed the door behind her. Colbert remained near the entrance, standing respectfully.

“What news do you bring me, monsieur?” Louis asked, obviously unsettled by the invasion of his solitude, which he tried to hide.

“Monsieur le Cardinal has just passed away, sire, and I come to deliver your majesty his final farewell.”

The king was silent for a moment, studying Colbert. The cardinal’s final words clearly weighed on his mind.

“So, you are M. Colbert?”

“Yes, sire.”

“His faithful servant, as his eminence himself told me?”

“Yes, sire.”

“The keeper of many of his secrets?”

“All of them, sire.”

“The friends and servants of his eminence will be valued by me, monsieur, and I will see you placed well in my service.”

Colbert bowed.

“You are a financier, monsieur, I believe?”

“Yes, sire.”

“And did monsieur le cardinal employ you in financial matters?”

“I had that honor, sire.”

“I don’t think you held any personal office in my own household?”

“Forgive me, sire, but it was I who proposed a measure of savings that brings three hundred thousand francs a year to your majesty’s treasure.”

“What savings, monsieur?” asked Louis XIV.

“Your majesty knows the hundred Swiss have silver lace on their ribbons?”

“I do.”

“Well, sire, I suggested using imitation silver lace instead; it is indistinguishable from real silver, and with the savings of a hundred thousand crowns, a regiment could be fed for six months; that’s also the price for ten thousand good muskets, or a ship with ten guns, ready to sail.”

“That is true,” said Louis XIV, growing more thoughtful, “and, truly, it was a wise economy; besides, it was ridiculous for soldiers to wear the same lace as noblemen.”

“I am pleased to have your majesty’s approval.”

“Is that the only post you held under the cardinal?” the king asked.

“I was also charged with examining the superintendent’s accounts, sire.”

“Ah!” said Louis, who was about to dismiss Colbert, but stopped at that word; “ah! it was you whom his eminence put in charge of looking into M. Fouquet, was it? And what was the result of that review?”

“There is a deficit, sire; but with your permission—”

“Speak, M. Colbert.”

“I ought to give your majesty some explanations.”

“No need, monsieur. You handled the accounts; just give me the outcome.”

“Very simply, sire: everything is empty, and there’s no money anywhere.”

“Be careful, monsieur; you are criticizing M. Fouquet’s administration directly, and I’ve been told he’s a clever man.”

Colbert blushed, then turned pale, realizing he was now in a contest with a man nearly as powerful as the cardinal just departed.

“Yes, sire, a very clever man,” Colbert repeated, bowing slightly.

“But if M. Fouquet is so capable, yet there’s no money, who is to blame?”

“I’m not accusing anyone, sire; just stating facts.”

“Very well; bring me your accounts. You say there’s a deficit? A deficit can be temporary; credit can be restored, and funds replenished.”

“No, sire.”

“For this year, I understand; but what about next year?”

“Next year will be as depleted as this.”

“And the next?”

“Like next year.”

“What are you saying, Monsieur Colbert?”

“I am saying there are commitments for the next four years.”

“They’ll need credit, then.”

“They’ll need it three separate times, sire.”

“I’ll create new offices to force resignations and turn the salaries over to the treasury.”

“That can’t be done, sire. There have already been too many offices created, most with empty titles, so the buyers benefit without fulfilling any duty. Because of this, your majesty cannot force their resignation. On top of that, M. Fouquet has taken a third off every agreement, leaving the people plundered but without gain to you.”

The king was stunned.

“Explain that to me, M. Colbert,” he said. “Be clear and tell me what you want me to understand.”

“You want clarity, sire?”

“Yes; clarity. God is supreme above all, for He created light.”

“Well, for example,” Louis XIV continued, “if now, since the cardinal is dead and I am king, I need money?”

“Your majesty would find nothing available.”

“Oh! That’s a strange situation, monsieur! How can that be?”

“Are you telling me my superintendent can’t come up with any money?”

Colbert shook his head.

“How is that possible?” the king asked. “Is the state’s income in such debt that nothing is left?”

“Yes, sire.”

The king frowned.

“If so, I’ll issue orders for a discharge from the holders and arrange a settlement at a good rate.”

“That can’t be done, sire. The orders have become bills, and for convenience in commerce, those bills have been so divided that you can’t even recognize the originals anymore.”

Louis, visibly troubled, began to pace, still frowning.

“But if you are right, Monsieur Colbert,” he said, stopping suddenly, “I will be ruined before I even begin my reign.”

“That is true, sire,” replied the imperturbable financial advisor.

“But surely, monsieur, there must be some money somewhere?”

“Yes, sire. To start, I bring your majesty a note of funds that M. le Cardinal Mazarin chose not to mention in his will or any official document, but which he trusted to me.”

“To you?”

“Yes, sire, with instructions to hand it over to your majesty.”

“What? In addition to the forty million mentioned in the will?”

“Yes, sire.”

“Mazarin had other funds?”

Colbert bowed his head.

“That man was a bottomless pit!” the king muttered. “With M. de Mazarin on one side and M. Fouquet on the other—between them there’s more than a hundred million! It’s no wonder my treasury is empty!”

Colbert stood silently, awaiting the king’s next questions.

“And is the sum you bring me substantial?” the king asked.

“Yes, sire, very substantial.”

“How much?”

“Thirteen million livres, sire.”

“Thirteen million!” Louis exclaimed, shaking with delight. “Did you say thirteen million, Monsieur Colbert?”

“I did, your majesty.”

“No one else knows of it?”

“No, sire.”

“And you have it in your possession?”

“Yes, sire.”

“And you can deliver it to me?”

“In two hours, sire.”

“But where is it?”

“In the cellar of a house in the city that belonged to the cardinal. He made this house over to me through a clause in his will.”

“You are familiar with the cardinal’s will, then?”

“I have a duplicate, signed by him.”

“A duplicate?”

“Yes, sire, and here it is.” Colbert gently took out the paper and handed it to the king. Louis read the passage about the donation of the house.

“But,” he said, “it mentions the house, not the money.”

“Forgive me, sire, but the sum is known only to me.”

“And Mazarin entrusted that money to you?”

“Why not, sire?”

“He—a man who trusted no one?”

“He trusted me, sire, as you can see.”

Louis studied Colbert’s homely, expressive face with new admiration.

“You are an honest man, Monsieur—”

“Colbert,” said the king.

“That is not a virtue; it is a duty,” Colbert answered calmly.

“But,” added Louis, “doesn’t the money belong to the family?”

“If it truly belonged to the family, sire, it would have been included in the will, just like the rest. If it was for the family, I, who drew up the deed in your favor, would have listed the thirteen million together with the forty million already given you.”

“What!” cried Louis XIV. “You drafted the deed of donation?”

“Yes, sire.”

“And even so, the cardinal liked you?” the king said, genuinely surprised.

“I assured his eminence that you would not accept the gift,” Colbert replied, in that quiet tone he always used, which gave his words a kind of everyday solemnity.

Louis rubbed his brow, thinking hard.

“Oh! How young I am,” he murmured, “to rule men.”

Colbert waited quietly until Louis raised his head.

“What time shall I have the money sent, sire?”

“Tonight, at eleven. I want no one to know I have it.”

Colbert took this instruction in stride.

“Is it in ingots, or coined gold?”

“In coined gold, sire.”

“Good.”

“Where shall I send it?”

“To the Louvre. Thank you, M. Colbert.”

“Colbert.”

Colbert bowed and left.

“Thirteen million!” Louis repeated as soon as he was alone. “It must be a dream!” He dropped his head in his hands, as if really asleep. Then, suddenly, he arose and threw open the window. The cold morning air refreshed his tired brow, carrying the scents of trees and blooming flowers. A glorious dawn gilded the horizon, and the first rays of sunlight crowned the young king’s head with gold. “This is the dawn of my reign,” murmured Louis XIV. “A sign from God.”




Chapter L: The First Day of the Royalty of Louis XIV

That morning, news of the cardinal’s death spread rapidly through the castle and soon reached the city. Ministers Fouquet, Lyonne, and Letellier assembled in la salle des séances for a council meeting. The king summoned them promptly.

“Gentlemen,” he announced, “while Monsieur le Cardinal was alive, I entrusted him with the management of my affairs. But now, I intend to take charge myself. You will give your advice when I ask for it.”

“You may go.”

The ministers exchanged surprised glances. If they managed not to smile, it required a great effort, for they realized that the prince, kept in complete ignorance of affairs, was now taking on a burden far too heavy for him. As Fouquet took leave of his colleagues on the stairs, he remarked, “Gentlemen! That means less work for us.”

With that, he happily climbed into his carriage. The others, not entirely comfortable with what had happened, returned to Paris together. Around ten o’clock, the king went to his mother’s apartment, where they had a long and private conversation.

After dinner, he got into his carriage and went straight to the Louvre. There, he received a constant stream of visitors, enjoying their hesitations and the curiosity they all displayed. As evening approached, he ordered the Louvre’s doors to be locked, leaving only one entrance open—the one leading to the quay. He stationed two hundred Swiss guards at this entrance, who spoke no French, instructing them to admit only those carrying packages and to prevent anyone from leaving.

At exactly eleven o’clock, he heard the sound of a heavy carriage rolling beneath the arch, then another, and then a third. Shortly after, the gate creaked as it closed. Soon, someone scratched at the cabinet door.

The king opened the door himself and found Colbert waiting. Colbert’s first words were, “The money is in your majesty’s cellar.” The king then went down to look over the barrels of gold and silver that, under Colbert’s direction, four men had just rolled into a cellar for which the king had given Colbert the key that morning. After finishing this inspection, Louis returned to his chambers, followed by Colbert, who showed no sign of personal satisfaction.

“Monsieur,” the king asked, “what would you like as a reward for your dedication and honesty?”

“Absolutely nothing, sire.”

“What? Nothing? Not even another opportunity to serve me?”

“If your majesty does not give me that chance, I will still serve you. It is impossible for me to be anything but the best servant of the king.”

“You shall be the intendant of finances, M. Colbert.”

“Colbert.”

“But there’s already a superintendent, sire.”

“I’m aware of that.”

“Sire, the superintendent of finances is the most powerful man in the kingdom.”

“Ah!” Louis exclaimed, his face flushing. “Do you really think so?”

“He’ll ruin me in a week, sire. Your majesty is giving me a position that requires great strength. An intendant under a superintendent—that’s a subordinate role.”

“You want support—you don’t count on me?”

“I had the honor of telling your majesty that during M. de Mazarin’s life, M. Fouquet was the second most powerful man in the kingdom. Now that M. de Mazarin is dead, M. Fouquet is the first.”

“Your Majesty, I agree with all you have said up to today; but please remember that tomorrow, I will tolerate it no longer.”

“Then I will be of no use to you, Your Majesty?”

“You are already of use, since you fear compromising yourself by serving me.”

“I only fear being put in a position where I cannot serve Your Majesty.”

“What do you want, then?”

“I would like your Majesty to let me have help with the responsibilities of the intendant’s office.”

“That would reduce the value of the role.”

“It would increase its security.”

“Choose your colleagues.”

“Messieurs Breteuil, Marin, and Hervart.”

“Tomorrow, the ordonnance shall be issued.”

“Sire, I thank you.”

“Is that all you ask?”

“No, Sire, there is one more thing.”

“What is it?”

“Allow me to establish a chamber of justice.”

“What would this chamber of justice do?”

“Prosecute the farmers-general and contractors who have been robbing the state for the past ten years.”

“Well, and what would you do with them?”

“Hang two or three, and the rest will return what they stole.”

“I cannot begin my reign with executions, Monsieur Colbert.”

“On the contrary, Sire, it’s better to start with them than end with them.”

The king fell silent.

“Does Your Majesty agree?” Colbert asked.

“I will think about it, Monsieur.”

“It will be too late to reflect then.”

“Why?”

“Because these people are stronger than we are, if they are warned.”

“Form that chamber of justice, Monsieur.”

“I will, Sire.”

“Is that all?”

“No, Sire; there’s still another important matter. What rights does Your Majesty give the office of intendant?”

“Well—I’m not sure—the usual ones, I suppose.”

“Sire, I wish this office to have the right to read the correspondence with England.”

“Impossible, Monsieur, as that correspondence is kept from the council; even Monsieur le Cardinal handled it himself.”

“I thought Your Majesty declared this morning there would be no more council?”

“Yes, I said that.”

“Then, Your Majesty, please read all those letters yourself, especially those from England; I insist on this.”

“Monsieur, you shall have that correspondence and give me an account of it.”

“Now, Sire, what do you wish me to do about the finances?”

“Everything M. Fouquet has not done.”

“That is all I ask of Your Majesty. Thank you, Sire; I leave in peace.”

With that, he left. Louis watched Colbert go, and Colbert was not yet a hundred steps from the Louvre when the king received a courier from England. After examining the envelope, Louis broke the seal impatiently and found a letter from Charles II. The English prince wrote to his royal brother:


“Your Majesty must be deeply troubled by the illness of M. le Cardinal Mazarin; however, the severity of the situation may ultimately serve your interests. The cardinal’s physician has given up hope.”

Thank you for your gracious reply to my letter about Princess Henrietta, my sister. In just a week, the princess and her court will leave for Paris. I am truly pleased to know the fraternal friendship you have shown me, letting me call you, more fittingly than ever, my brother. More than anything, it makes me happy to show Your Majesty how deeply I care about what pleases you. Still, I must express concern over the secret fortification of Belle-Ile-en-Mer. That is a mistake; we will never be at war with each other.

“That measure does not make me uneasy; it saddens me. You are wasting millions on it for no reason. Tell your ministers so, and know that I am well informed. If you ever have the chance, do me the same service, my brother.”



The king rang his bell sharply, summoning his valet de chambre. “Monsieur Colbert has just left; he can’t be far. Call him back!” he ordered. The valet was about to obey when the king stopped him.

“No,” he said, “no; I see through that man’s entire plan.”

Belle-Isle is M. Fouquet’s property, and it is being fortified—this is a scheme arranged by him. The exposure of this plot will destroy the superintendent, and it’s all linked to the correspondence with England. That’s exactly why Colbert was so eager to get hold of it. Yet, I can’t rely only on that man; he is clever, but what I really need is strength!” Suddenly, Louis gave a joyful cry.

“I had,” he said, “a lieutenant of musketeers!”

“Yes, sire—Monsieur d’Artagnan.”

“He left the service for a time.”

“Yes, sire.”

“Find him, and have him here by tomorrow morning.”

The valet de chambre bowed and left.

“Thirteen million in my cellar,” the king mused. “Colbert manages my purse, and D’Artagnan




Chapter LI: A Passion

On the day he arrived, after returning from the Palais Royal, Athos went directly to his hotel on Rue Saint-Honoré. There, he found the Vicomte de Bragelonne waiting in his room, talking with Grimaud. It was never easy to engage this old servant in conversation. Only two men knew how: Athos and D’Artagnan. Athos succeeded because Grimaud wanted to please him; D’Artagnan, because he knew how to draw words out of Grimaud. Raoul was trying to get Grimaud to recount their voyage to England, and Grimaud had done so in great detail, using only a few gestures and eight words—no more, no less.

First, he indicated with a sweeping motion of his hand that he and his master had crossed the sea. “Was it for some expedition?” Raoul asked. Grimaud nodded slightly, bowing his head in agreement. “Yes.”

“When monsieur le comte faced great danger?” Raoul pressed.

“Neither too much nor too little,” Grimaud replied, shrugging.

“But what sort of danger?” Raoul continued. Grimaud pointed to the sword, then to the fire, and finally to a musket hanging on the wall.

“So, Monsieur le Comte had an enemy there?” Raoul exclaimed.

“A monk,” Grimaud said.

“It’s strange,” Raoul continued, “that Monsieur le Comte insists on treating me as if I were inexperienced, refusing to let me share both the honor and risk of his adventure.”

Grimaud smiled.

Just then, Athos entered the room. The hotel host led him up the stairs, and Grimaud, recognizing his master’s steps, hurried to meet him, instantly ending the conversation. But Raoul, already lost in a flood of questions, continued without pausing. Taking both the comte’s hands with warm, respectful fondness, he said, “How could you, monsieur, go on such a dangerous journey without saying goodbye, without calling on my sword and my loyalty, which should be yours without question? You raised me into a man but left me to the terrible thought that I might never see you again.”

“Who told you, Raoul,” the comte replied, while handing his cloak and hat to Grimaud, who had already unbuckled his sword, “who told you my trip was a dangerous one?”

“I did,” Grimaud said.

“And why did you do that?” Athos asked sternly. Grimaud looked uncomfortable, and Raoul came quickly to his defense. “It’s only natural, monsieur, that our good Grimaud would tell me the truth about what concerns you. Who else should worry for you, if not me?”

Athos was silent, then gently signaled Grimaud to leave. When they were alone, Athos sat in an armchair and Raoul stood before him.

“But it’s true,” Raoul said again, “that your journey was perilous, with sword and gunfire?”

“Let’s not talk about it, vicomte,” Athos replied gently.

“I left in a hurry, it’s true, but because King Charles II. needed me to depart at once. As for your concern, I’m grateful for it, and I count on you. You haven’t gone without anything in my absence, have you, Vicomte?”

“No, monsieur, thank you.”

“I told Blaisois to give you a hundred pistoles if you needed money.”

“Monsieur, I haven’t seen Blaisois.”

“So, you’ve lacked funds?”

“No, monsieur, I had thirty pistoles left from selling the horses I got in my last campaign, and M. le Prince kindly let me win two hundred pistoles at his gambling table three months ago.”

“You gamble? I don’t care for that, Raoul.”

“I never gamble, monsieur; it was M. Le Prince who asked me to hold his cards at Chantilly, then got a letter from the king one night. I won the game, and M. le Prince told me to take the winnings.”

“Is that usual in his household, Raoul?” Athos asked, his brow furrowed.

“Yes, monsieur. Each week, M. le Prince gives similar chances to one of his gentlemen. With fifty gentlemen in his highness’s household, it was merely my turn.”

“All right!”

“You went to Spain, then?”

“Yes, monsieur, I had a most pleasant and interesting trip.”

“You’ve been back a month, haven’t you?”

“Yes, monsieur.”

“And during that time?”

“In that month—”

“What have you been doing?”

“I’ve carried out my duties, monsieur.”

“Haven’t you been home to La Fère?”

Raoul blushed. Athos regarded him with a steady, calm gaze.

“Don’t think I doubt you,” Raoul answered. “I feel my cheeks burning, and I can’t help it. Your question touches me deeply. I blush, not because I’m hiding anything, but because I’m moved.”

“I know, Raoul, you never lie.”

“No, monsieur.”

“Besides, my young friend, you’d be wrong; what I wanted to say was—”

“I understand you, monsieur.”

“Are you saying you haven’t been to Blois?”

“Exactly.”

“I haven’t been there; I haven’t even met the person you’re speaking of.”

Raoul’s voice trembled as he spoke. Athos, skilled at reading emotions, added quickly, “Raoul, your answer tells me you are suffering; you are unhappy.”

“Yes, monsieur. You have forbidden me from going to Blois or seeing Mademoiselle de la Vallière again.” The young man faltered. The cherished name, so sweet to say, filled his soul even as it pained his lips.

“And I was right, Raoul,” Athos said quickly. “I am neither unjust nor harsh; I respect true love. But I see an enormous future ahead for you—a vast future. A new reign is beginning, about to break like a clear morning.”

A young king, eager for war and brimming with chivalric spirit, lacks only a squadron of young lieutenants ready to rush into battle, crying, “Vive le Roi!” instead of weeping, “Farewell, my wife.” You understand, Raoul. Though my reasons may seem severe, I beg you to believe me and to leave behind those gentle, dreamy days that stifle the heart and weaken it for the challenges of glory and hardship. So, Raoul, I say this again: see my advice as a real desire to help you, a sign of my hope for your success. I believe you can become an exceptional man. March alone, and you will march farther and faster.”

“You have commanded, monsieur,” Raoul replied, “and I will obey.”

“Commanded!” Athos cried.

“Is that how you speak to me? I commanded you! Oh, you twist my words and misjudge my feelings. I don’t command you; I ask you.”

“No, monsieur, you have commanded,” Raoul insisted. “If it were only a request, it would mean much more to me than an order. I have not seen Mademoiselle de la Vallière again.”

“But you are unhappy!

“You’re unhappy!” Athos repeated.

Raoul said nothing.

“You look pale; you seem down. Is this feeling so strong?”

“It’s a passion,” Raoul answered. “No—a habit.”

“Monsieur, you know I’ve traveled far and spent two years apart from her. Habit would have faded after that, I think. Yet when I returned, my love was not greater—though that’s impossible—but just the same.”

“Mademoiselle de la Valliere has my whole heart; but you, sir, are a god in my eyes—I would give up anything for you.”

“You are wrong,” Athos said. “I no longer have any right over you. Time has freed you; you don’t need my consent. Besides, I cannot deny my support after what you’ve told me. If you want to marry Mademoiselle de la Valliere, do so.”

Raoul was surprised, but then said, “You are too generous, monsieur, and your kindness touches me deeply, but I cannot accept it.”

“You refuse me now?”

“Yes, monsieur.”

“I will not oppose you, Raoul.”

“But in your heart, you object to this marriage: it is not your choice.”

“That’s true.”

“That alone is enough to make me hesitate. I will wait.”

“Be careful, Raoul! That is a serious decision.”

“I know, monsieur; still, I will wait.”

“Until I die?” Athos asked, shaken. “Oh!”

“Monsieur,” Raoul cried, with tears in his eyes, “can you really hurt me like this? Have I ever given you reason to be angry?”

“My dear boy, you are right,” Athos murmured, pressing his lips together to hide emotion he could not master. “No, I’ll wound you no more; I just don’t understand what you mean by waiting. Will you wait until you no longer love her?”

“Oh! Not that, monsieur. I will wait until you change your mind.”

“I’d like to test that, Raoul; I’d like to see if Mademoiselle de la Vallière would wait as you do.”

“I hope so, monsieur.”

“But be careful, Raoul!”

“What if she does not wait? Ah, you’re young, so trusting, so loyal! Women can be fickle.”

“You’ve never spoken ill of women to me, Monsieur; you’ve had no reason to complain. Why doubt Mademoiselle de la Vallière?”

“That’s true,” Athos replied, lowering his eyes. “I’ve never spoken ill of women; I’ve never had cause to. And Mademoiselle de la Vallière has given me no reason to doubt her. But looking ahead, we must imagine even the exceptions, even the unlikely cases. What if Mademoiselle de la Vallière does not wait for you?”

“What do you mean, Monsieur?”

“What if she looks elsewhere?”

“You mean, if she finds favor with another?” Raoul asked, his face pale with grief. “Exactly.”

“Well, Monsieur, I would kill him,” Raoul said plainly, “and any man Mademoiselle de la Vallière chose, until one of them killed me, or until she returned my heart to me.”

Athos was stunned.

“I thought,” he said, his voice shaking, “that you looked on me as your god, your law on earth.”

“Oh!” Raoul cried, trembling, “would you forbid me to fight?”

“What if I did forbid it, Raoul?”

“You would not forbid me to hope, Monsieur; so you would not forbid me to die.”

Athos raised his eyes to meet the vicomte’s.

These words were spoken with a deep sadness.

“Enough,” Athos said at last after a long silence. “Let’s not bring up this subject again. Live your life, Raoul. Do your duty, love Mademoiselle de la Vallière; in short, act like a man now that you are one. Remember that I love you dearly and that you say you love me.”

“Ah! Monsieur le Comte!” Raoul exclaimed, pressing Athos’s hand to his heart.

“That’s enough, my boy. Leave me now; I need rest. By the way, M. d’Artagnan returned with me from England; you should visit him.”

“I’d be delighted, monsieur. I admire Monsieur d’Artagnan.”

“You’re right; he is a wonderful man and a brave cavalier.”

“And he holds you in great esteem.”

“I don’t doubt it. Do you know his address?”

“At the Louvre, I think, or wherever the king is. Isn’t he commander of the musketeers?”

“No; for now, M. d’Artagnan is on leave and resting. So don’t look for him at his usual posts.”

“You’ll hear about him at the house of a certain Planchet.”

“His old lackey?”

“Yes; he’s a grocer now.”

“I know; it’s on Rue des Lombards, isn’t it?”

“Somewhere there, or maybe Rue des Arcis.”

“I’ll find it, monsieur—I promise.”

“Give him a thousand kind regards from me, and invite him to dinner before I leave for La Fère.”

“Yes, monsieur.”

“Good night, Raoul!”

“Monsieur, you’re wearing an order I’ve never seen before; may I congratulate you.”

“The Fleece!—that’s right. Just a trinket, my boy, which no longer amuses an old child like me. Good night, Raoul!”




Chapter LII: D’Artagnan’s Lesson

Raoul didn’t encounter D’Artagnan the next day as he had hoped. Instead, he met Planchet, who was delighted to see the young man again. Planchet managed to offer a few soldierly compliments, which felt far removed from the atmosphere of a grocer’s shop.

As Raoul returned the following day from Vincennes, leading a troop of fifty dragoons entrusted to him by Monsieur le Prince, he noticed a man in La Place Baudoyer. This man, with his nose in the air, was examining a house as one might assess a horse they were considering buying. Dressed in a citizen’s attire, buttoned up like a military doublet, he wore a small hat perched on his head, and at his side hung a long sword mounted in shagreen.

Upon hearing the sound of hooves, he turned his head away from the house to look at the dragoons. It was none other than M. d’Artagnan—D’Artagnan on foot, hands clasped behind him, conducting a personal inspection of the dragoons after having inspected the buildings. Not a single man, bit of tack, or horse’s hoof escaped his sharp eye. Raoul rode alongside his troop, and it was only at the last moment that D’Artagnan recognized him.

“Eh!” he exclaimed, “Eh! Mordioux!”

“I wasn’t mistaken!” Raoul shouted, turning his horse toward him.

“Mistaken—no! Good day to you,” replied the ex-musketeer, as Raoul eagerly grasped the hand of his old friend.

“Be careful, Raoul,” warned D’Artagnan. “The second horse of the fifth rank will lose a shoe before he reaches the Pont Marie; he has only two nails left in his off forefoot.”

“Wait a moment, I’ll be right back,” Raoul said. “Can you leave your detachment?”

“The cornet is there to take my place.”

“Then you’ll come and dine with me?”

“Most willingly, Monsieur D’Artagnan.”

“Be quick, then; leave your horse, or have them give me one.”

“I’d rather walk back with you.”

Raoul hurried to inform the cornet, who took his post. He then dismounted, handed his horse to one of the dragoons, and with great delight, took M. D’Artagnan’s arm.

D’Artagnan observed him with the keen eye of a connoisseur, clearly enjoying the scene.

“What, have you come from Vincennes?” he asked.

“Yes, monsieur le chevalier.”

“And the cardinal?”

“He is very ill; there are even rumors that he has died.”

“Are you on good terms with M. Fouquet?” D’Artagnan inquired, shrugging dismissively, as if the death of Mazarin meant little to him.

“With M. Fouquet?” Raoul replied. “I do not know him.”

“Then that’s unfortunate!”

“That’s all the worse! A new king always looks to surround himself with capable men.”

“Oh, the king means no harm,” the young man replied.

“I’m not speaking about the crown,” D’Artagnan interjected. “I’m talking about the king—M. Fouquet, if the cardinal really is dead. You must find a way to stay on good terms with him.”

“Fouquet, if you don’t want to waste away as I have, you’re fortunate to have other protectors.”

“M. le Prince, for instance?”

“Worn out! Completely worn out!”

“M. le Comte de la Fère?”

“Athos! Oh!”

“That’s quite different, yes, Athos—and if you want to make your way in England, you couldn’t find a better person to recommend you. I can say, without too much vanity, that I have some influence at the court of Charles II. There’s a king—may God grant him luck!”

“Ah!” exclaimed Raoul, his curiosity awakened by the wisdom of experience and bravery. “Yes, a king who enjoys himself, that’s true, but one who has wielded a sword and knows how to value capable men. Athos is on good terms with Charles II. You should serve there and leave behind these scoundrels of contractors and farmers-general, who steal with French hands just as others have with Italian ones. Leave behind the petty, weeping king who is about to bring us another reign like Francis II. Do you know anything about history, Raoul?”

“Yes, monsieur le chevalier.”

“Then do you know that Francis II…”

“Did he always have an earache?”

“No, I didn’t know that.”

“Did you know that Charles IV. always had a headache?”

“Really!”

“And that Henry III. always suffered from stomach aches?”

Raoul laughed.

“Well, my dear friend, Louis XIV. always has a heartache; it’s really pitiful to see a king sighing from morning till night without once exclaiming, ‘Ventre-saint-gris! Corboef!’”

“Or anything to rouse anyone.”

“Is that why you left the service, Monsieur le Chevalier?”

“Yes.”

“But you, M. d’Artagnan, are taking risks; you won’t make a fortune that way.”

“Who, me?” D’Artagnan replied with a casual shrug. “I’m set—I have some property from my family.”

Raoul looked at him closely. D’Artagnan’s poverty was well-known; as a Gascon, he had faced more hardship than any tales of bravado from France or Navarre could describe. Raoul had often heard Job and D’Artagnan mentioned together, like the legendary twins Romulus and Remus. D’Artagnan noticed Raoul’s look of disbelief.

“And hasn’t your father told you that I went to England?”

“Yes, monsieur le chevalier.”

“And that while I was there, I came across a lucky opportunity?”

“No, monsieur, I didn’t know that.”

“Yes, a very esteemed friend of mine—a great nobleman, the viceroy of Scotland and Ireland—granted me an inheritance.”

“An inheritance?”

“And a substantial one, at that.”

“Then you are wealthy?”

“Bah!”

“Please accept my heartfelt congratulations.”

“Thank you! Look, that’s my house.”

“Place de Grève?”

“Yes; do you not care for this neighborhood?”

“On the contrary, the view over the water is lovely. Oh! What a charming old house!”

“The sign reads Notre Dame; it’s an old tavern that I’ve converted into a private residence in just two days.”

“But the tavern is still operating?”

“Of course!”

“And where do you stay, then?”

“I? I stay with Planchet.”

“But you just said, ‘This is my house.’”

“I did because, in fact, it is my house. I bought it.”

“Ah!” said Raoul.

“At ten years’ purchase, my dear Raoul, it’s a remarkable deal. I bought the house for thirty thousand livres; it has a garden that opens onto the Rue de la Mortillerie. The tavern rents for a thousand livres, and the attic, or second floor, goes for five hundred livres.”

“Really?”

“Yes, indeed.”

“Five hundred livres for an attic? But it’s not livable.”

“True, no one lives there. But this attic has two windows that overlook the Place.”

“Yes, monsieur.”

“Well, every time someone is executed—whether by the wheel, hanging, quartering, or burning—those two windows can be rented for twenty pistoles.”

“Oh!” Raoul exclaimed, horrified.

“It’s disgusting, isn’t it?” D’Artagnan replied,

“Oh!” Raoul repeated.

“It’s disgusting, but it’s true. These Parisian city folk can be real savages at times.”

I can’t imagine how men, especially Christians, can speculate on such things. “That is true.”

“As for me,” D’Artagnan continued, “if I lived in that house, I would lock it up tight on execution days, but I do not live there.”

“And you rent the attic for five hundred livres?”

“To a ruthless tavern keeper who sublets it. At first, I asked for fifteen hundred livres.”

“The standard interest on money,” Raoul noted, “five percent.”

“Exactly. Then I have the back side of the house, along with the storerooms and cellars, which flood every winter, for two hundred livres; and the garden, which is quite nice—well planted and pleasantly shady under the walls and the portal of Saint-Gervais-Saint-Protais—for thirteen hundred livres.”

“Thirteen hundred livres! That’s a good deal!”

“That’s the arrangement. I strongly suspect that some canon of the parish—those canons are all as rich as Croesus—has rented the garden for his own pleasure.”

The tenant has given the name M. Godard. Whether it’s a real name or a false one doesn’t bother me; if it’s real, he’s a canon, and if it’s false, he stays a mystery. Either way, he always pays in advance. Just a short while ago, when I met you, I was considering buying a house in Place Baudoyer. Its back connects to my garden, making it a wonderful addition to




Chapter LIII: The King

Once the initial surprise faded, D’Artagnan reread Athos’s note. “It’s curious,” he remarked, “that the king would summon me.”

“Why is that?” Raoul asked. “Don’t you think, sir, that the king must regret losing a servant like you?”

“Oh, come now!” the officer exclaimed, laughing heartily. “You’re teasing me, Master Raoul. If the king really regretted my absence, he wouldn’t have let me leave. No, no; I sense something more—perhaps something better, or worse, if you prefer.”

“Worse? What could that possibly mean, monsieur le chevalier?”

“You’re young, still a boy, and you’re remarkable. Oh, how I wish I could be as you are!”

To be just twenty-four, with a brow that shows misfortune, under which the mind is filled only with thoughts of women, love, and noble ideals. Oh, Raoul, as long as you haven’t earned the smiles of kings or the trust of queens; as long as you haven’t had two cardinals fall under your sway—one a fierce tiger, the other a cunning fox; as long as you haven’t—But what’s the point of all this triviality? We must part ways, Raoul.”

“How you say that word! What a serious look you wear!”

“Ah, but the situation calls for it. Listen to me.”

“I have a very good recommendation for you,” he said.

“I’m all ears, Monsieur d’Artagnan.”

“You will go and inform your father of my departure.”

“Your departure?”

“Pardieu! You will tell him I’ve gone to England and that I’m staying in my little country house.”

“In England, you? And what about the king’s orders?”

“You’re becoming more foolish by the minute. Do you really think I’m going to the Louvre to make myself available to that little crowned wolf-cub?”

“The king a wolf-cub? Why, Monsieur le Chevalier, you must be mad!”

“On the contrary, I’ve never been more sane. You don’t understand what he intends for me, this worthy son of Louis le Juste! But, mordioux! That’s politics. He wants to tuck me away snugly in the Bastile—plain and simple, you see!”

“What for?” Raoul cried, his voice trembling with fear at what he was hearing.

“That was because of what I told him one day in Blois. I was feeling bold; he remembers it.”

“What did you tell him?”

“That he was mean, cowardly, and foolish.”

“Good God!” Raoul exclaimed. “Is it possible that such words came from your mouth?”

“Perhaps I don’t recall my exact wording, but I got the point across.”

“But didn’t the king have you arrested immediately?”

“By whom? I was in command of the musketeers; he would have had to order me to imprison myself, and I would never have done that. I would have fought back. Then I went to England—no more D’Artagnan. Now that the cardinal is dead, or nearly so, they find out I’m back in Paris, and they come for me.”

“The cardinal was your protector?”

“The cardinal knew me; he understood certain peculiarities about me, and I knew some of his. We had a mutual appreciation. And as he was surrendering his soul to the devil, he would recommend to Anne of Austria that I be placed somewhere safe.”

“Go, then, and find your father. Tell him what you’ve learned—and farewell!”

“My dear Monsieur d’Artagnan,” Raoul said, visibly shaken as he peered out the window, “you can’t just leave!”

“Why not?”

“Because there’s an officer from the Swiss guards waiting for you down below.”

“And?”

“Well, he’s going to arrest you.”

D’Artagnan broke into a hearty laugh. “Oh, I have no doubt you’ll resist, that you’ll fight, even. I know you’ll come out on top. But that’s still rebellion, and as an officer yourself, you know what discipline means.”

“Devil of a boy, how logical you are!” D’Artagnan muttered. “You agree with me, don’t you?”

“Yes, instead of walking into the street where that fool is waiting, I’ll slip out the back. I have a horse in the stable—a fine one. I’ll push him hard; I can afford it. By changing horses along the way, I’ll reach Boulogne in eleven hours. I know the route.”

“Only tell your father one thing.”

“What is that?”

“That the item he knows about is at Planchet’s house, except for a fifth, and that—”

“But, my dear D’Artagnan, if you flee, two things will be said about you.”

“What are they, my dear friend?”

“The first is that you were afraid.”

“Ah! And who would dare say that?”

“The king, for one.”

“Well, he would be telling the truth—I am afraid.”

“The second is that you knew yourself to be guilty.”

“Guilty of what?”

“Of the crimes they want to lay at your feet.”

“That’s true. So, you’re advising me to go and let myself be thrown in the Bastille?”

“M. le Comte de la Fere would give you the same advice.”

“Pardieu! I know he would,” D’Artagnan replied thoughtfully.

“You’re right; I won’t escape. But what if they lock me in the Bastille?”

“We’ll get you out again,” Raoul replied, his manner calm and reassuring.

“Mordioux! You spoke that with a brave heart, Raoul,” D’Artagnan said, gripping his hand. “That has the unmistakable touch of Athos. Very well, I’ll go then. Just don’t forget my last word.”

“Except for a fifth,” Raoul added.

“Yes, you are a fine boy! But I want you to add one more thing to that last statement.”

“Speak, chevalier!”

“It’s this: if you can’t get me out of the Bastille and I end up stuck there—oh, that will be dreadful! I, who have always managed to be an honest man—if that happens, I’ll give you three-fifths of my fortune, and the other two-fifths to your father.”

“Chevalier!”

“Mordioux! If you’re willing to have some masses said for me, you’re welcome to it.”

With that, D’Artagnan grabbed his belt from the hook, strapped on his sword, picked up a hat adorned with a new feather, and extended his hand to Raoul, who threw himself into D’Artagnan’s arms. Inside the shop, D’Artagnan gave a quick glance at the shop boys, who watched the scene with both pride and worry. Then, plunging his hands into a chest of currants, he moved to the officer waiting for him at the door.

“Those features!”

“Could it be you, Monsieur de Friedisch?” D’Artagnan exclaimed cheerfully. “What, are we arresting friends now?”

“Arrest?” the lads murmured among themselves.

“Yes, it is I, Monsieur D’Artagnan! Good day to you!” replied the Swiss, speaking in his mountain dialect.

“Must I part with my sword? I warn you, it’s long and heavy; you’d be better off letting me keep it as we head to the Louvre. I feel lost in the streets without my sword, and you’d be even more at a loss if I were to carry two.”

“The king hasn’t ordered otherwise,” replied the Swiss, “so you may keep your sword.”

“Well, that’s very gracious of the king. Let’s be on our way.”

Monsieur Friedisch was not one for conversation, and D’Artagnan was too preoccupied to talk much either. The walk from Planchet’s shop to the Louvre wasn’t far—they arrived in just ten minutes. The night was dark. M. de Friedisch wanted to enter through the wicket.

“No,” D’Artagnan replied, “you’d waste time that way; take the little staircase instead.”

The Swiss followed D’Artagnan’s advice and led him to the vestibule of the king’s cabinet. Once there, he bowed to his prisoner and, without a word, returned to his post. D’Artagnan had just enough time to wonder why his sword hadn’t been taken from him when the cabinet door swung open, and a valet de chambre called out, “M. d’Artagnan!”

The musketeer straightened himself, striking a formal pose as he entered, his large eyes wide, brow calm, and moustache stiff. The king was seated at a table, deeply focused on his writing. He stayed motionless as the musketeer’s footsteps echoed on the floor; he didn’t even glance up. D’Artagnan strode to the center of the room, and when he noticed the king ignoring him, he guessed it was mere theatrics—an annoying prelude to the upcoming explanation. Turning his back on the prince, he started to study the frescoes on the cornices and the cracks in the ceiling. All the while, he thought silently, “Ah, so you want to humble me, do you? You, whom I saw so young—you, whom I saved as if you were my own child—you, whom I served as if you were a god—that is, without expecting anything in return. Just wait a moment!”

“Wait a moment! You’ll soon see what a man can accomplish after enduring the flames of the Huguenots, under the eyes of Monsieur le Cardinal—the real cardinal.” At that moment, Louis turned around.

“Ah! Is that you, Monsieur d’Artagnan?” he asked.

D’Artagnan noticed the motion and mirrored it.

“Yes, sire,” he replied.

“Very well; please wait while I finish this.”

D’Artagnan said nothing, simply bowing in response. “That’s polite enough,” he thought. “I have nothing more to add.”

Louis made a hard stroke with his pen and tossed it aside in frustration. “Ah! Keep it up!” thought the musketeer. “This will put me at ease. You’ll see I didn’t empty the bag the other day at Blois.”

Rising from his seat, Louis wiped his brow and then, stopping in front of D’Artagnan, regarded him with a mix of authority and warmth. “What on earth does he want from me? I wish he would just get started!” mused the musketeer.

“Monsieur,” said the king, “you know, without a doubt, that Monsieur le Cardinal is dead?”

“I suspected as much, sire.”

“You understand that, consequently, I am now the master of my own kingdom?”

“That’s not something that began with the death of Monsieur le Cardinal, sire; a man is always master in his own house, when he chooses to be.”

“Yes, but do you not remember everything you said to me at Blois?”

“Ah, here we go,” thought D’Artagnan. “I wasn’t mistaken. Well, that’s a relief; it means my instincts are still sharp.”

“You’re not answering me,” Louis pressed.

“Sire, I believe I remember.”

“You believe?”

“It was quite some time ago.”

“If you don’t remember, I do. You said to me—listen closely.”

“Ah! I’ll listen with all my ears, sire; it’s likely this conversation will take a turn that’s very interesting to me.”

Louis studied the musketeer once more. D’Artagnan smoothed the feather in his hat, then adjusted his mustache, waiting with calm.

Louis XIV continued, “You left my service, monsieur, after telling me the whole truth?”

“Yes, sire.”

“That is, after speaking freely about what you believed regarding my thoughts and actions. That is always commendable. You began by saying you had served my family for thirty years and were weary.”

“I did say that, yes, sire.”

“And then you admitted that fatigue was just a pretext, and that discontent was the real reason.”

“I was indeed discontented; however, that discontent has never appeared, to my knowledge. If I have spoken openly before your majesty, it wasn’t something I shared with anyone else.”

“Do not excuse yourself, D’Artagnan; rather, listen to me. When you reproached me with your discontent, I replied with a promise: ‘Wait.’ Is that not so?”

“Yes, sire, as true as what I told you.”

“You replied, ‘Hereafter! No, now, immediately.’ Do not excuse yourself, I insist.”

“It was only natural, yet you showed no charity for your poor prince, Monsieur d’Artagnan.”

“Sire! Charity for a king from a poor soldier?”

“You understand me perfectly; you knew I needed it. You knew I was not in control of my fate and that my hope was in the future. Yet when I spoke of that future, you answered, ‘My discharge—and right away.’”

“That is true,” D’Artagnan murmured, biting his mustache.

“You didn’t flatter me when I was facing hardships,” Louis said.

“But,” D’Artagnan said, lifting his head with dignity, “while I did not flatter your majesty during your troubles, I also did not betray you. I have shed my blood for nothing, and I have waited like a dog at a door, knowing full well that neither bread nor bone would come my way. Though I am poor too, I asked nothing of your majesty except the discharge you spoke of.”

“I know you are a brave man, but I was young then, and you should have shown me some understanding.”

“What do you reproach the king for? That he left King Charles II without help? Or perhaps that he didn’t marry Mademoiselle de Mancini?” As he spoke, the king fixed a penetrating gaze on the musketeer.

“Ah! ah!” thought the latter, “he’s not just remembering; he’s sharp. The devil!”

“Your judgment,” Louis continued, “fell upon both the king and the man. But, Monsieur d’Artagnan, you considered that a weakness?” D’Artagnan stayed silent. “You also reproached me regarding Monsieur, the late cardinal.”

“Now, Monsieur le Cardinal, didn’t he raise me, didn’t he support me?—I acknowledge he elevated himself while doing so; yet the benefit was undeniable. As an ingrate or an egotist, would you have preferred that I love or serve you more?”

“Sire!”

“Let’s not talk about this any longer, Monsieur; it would only stir up too many regrets for you and cause me too much pain.”

D’Artagnan wasn’t convinced. The young king’s proud tone did little to help his case. “Have you considered this matter?” Louis asked again.

“Considered what, sire?” D’Artagnan replied politely.

“Everything I have just told you, Monsieur.”

“Yes, sire, of course—”

“And you have merely been waiting for a chance to retract your words?”

“Sire!”

“You seem hesitant.”

“I don’t fully grasp what your Majesty has honored me by saying.”

Louis’s expression darkened.

“Please excuse me, sire; I must admit my understanding is rather slow. Ideas don’t enter my head quickly, but once they do, they stick.”

“Yes, yes; it seems you have a good memory.”

“Almost as good as your majesty’s.”

“Then give me a quick answer. My time is precious. What have you been doing since your discharge?”

“Building my fortune, sire.”

“That expression is rather crude, Monsieur d’Artagnan.”

“Your majesty may take it that way, but I hold the deepest respect for the king. If I have been impolite, it’s perhaps from my long time spent in camps and barracks. You’re so far above me that a word from a soldier shouldn’t offend you.”

“Indeed, I know you accomplished a remarkable feat in England, monsieur. I only wish that you had kept your promise.”

“I!” exclaimed D’Artagnan. “Of course.”

“You gave your word not to serve any other prince after leaving my service. Yet here you are, having accomplished the incredible task of capturing M. Monk for King Charles II.”

“Forgive me, sire; I did it for myself.”

“And did you succeed?”

“Like the captains of the fifteenth century, with bold exploits and adventures.”

“What do you consider success? A fortune?”

“A hundred thousand crowns, sire, which I now possess—that is, in just one week, I’ve gained three times as much as I accumulated in fifty years.”

“That is indeed a handsome sum. But I sense you are ambitious.”

“Me, sire? A fraction of that would be a fortune. I swear to you, I have no desire to increase it.”

“What!”

“Are you really considering remaining idle?”

“Yes, sire.”

“You intend to lay down your sword?”

“That I have already done.”

“Impossible, Monsieur d’Artagnan,” Louis declared firmly.

“But, sire—”

“Well?”

“And why, sire?”

“Because I wish for you not to!” The young prince’s voice was so stern and commanding that D’Artagnan felt a flicker of surprise and unease.

“May I have a moment to respond, your majesty?” he asked.

“Speak.”

“I made that decision when I was poor and destitute.”

“Very well. Continue.”

“Now that I have worked hard to secure a comfortable living, would your majesty take away my freedom? Would you sentence me to the lowest depths after I have struggled for the highest?”

“Who gave you permission, Monsieur, to look into my intentions or to speculate about my actions?” Louis replied, his voice tinged with anger. “Who told you what I will do or what you will do?”

“Sire,” the musketeer said calmly, “freedom is not the topic of our conversation, as it was when we last spoke at Blois.”

“No, Monsieur; everything has changed.”

“I extend my sincere compliments on that, but—”

“But you don’t believe it?”

“I may not be a great statesman, but I keep a close watch on affairs; it rarely fails me. However, I do not see things quite the way your majesty does, sire.”

The reign of Mazarin has ended, but the era of the financiers has begun. They hold the purse strings, and your majesty will seldom see much of it. Living under the grip of these greedy wolves is a challenge for anyone who once counted on independence.”

Just then, a knock came at the cabinet door. The king looked up with a sense of pride. “Pardon me, Monsieur d’Artagnan,” he said, “it is M. Colbert, come to deliver his report. Please, come in, M. Colbert.”

Colbert.”

D’Artagnan stepped back as Colbert entered, papers in hand, and approached the king. It was clear that the Gascon seized the opportunity to scrutinize this new figure with his sharp, discerning eyes.

“Has the inquiry been conducted?”

“Yes, sire.”

“And what do the inquisitors conclude?”

“They believe the accused deserves confiscation and death.”

“Ah! ah!” the king replied, his expression unchanged, casting a sidelong glance at D’Artagnan. “And what is your opinion, Monsieur?”

“Colbert?” he said. Colbert turned to D’Artagnan, but the weight of that imposing presence silenced the words on his lips. Louis noticed the tension. “Don’t be alarmed,” he said. “This is M. d’Artagnan—surely you know him?”

“D’Artagnan again?”

The two men exchanged glances—D’Artagnan’s eyes shining clear as day, while Colbert’s were half-closed and dull. The soldier found the financier’s boldness irritating, while Colbert’s cautious manner left the soldier feeling exasperated.

“Ah! Ah! So this is the gentleman who accomplished that clever feat in England,” Colbert remarked, giving D’Artagnan a slight bow.

“Ah! ah!” exclaimed the Gascon, “this is the gentleman who trimmed the lace from the Swiss uniform! A commendable act of thrift.”

The financier intended to take a jab at the musketeer, but the musketeer quickly riposted, running the financier through.

“Monsieur d’Artagnan,” the king continued, missing the subtle nuances that Mazarin would have caught, “this concerns the tax farmers who have robbed me. I’m about to have them executed, and I’m just about to sign their death warrants.”

“Oh! oh!” D’Artagnan gasped, startled. “What did you say?”

“Oh!

“Nothing, sire. This is no business of mine.”

The king had already picked up the pen and was about to sign the paper.

“Sire,” Colbert said in a quiet voice, “I must warn your majesty that if you make an example of them, there will be complications in carrying out your orders.”

“What do you mean?” Louis asked.

Colbert went on quietly, “You must understand that attacking the farmers-general means attacking the superintendence. These two unfortunate men are close friends of a powerful individual, and their punishment, which could otherwise be limited to the Bastille, will likely cause unrest.”

Louis blushed and turned to D’Artagnan, who bit his mustache, unable to hold back a smile of pity for both the financier and the king who had to sit through his lengthy explanation. But Louis seized the pen and, with a quick movement that made his hand shake, signed the bottom of the two papers Colbert handed him. Then, looking Colbert in the eyes, he said, “Monsieur Colbert, when you speak to me about business, please don’t use the word ‘difficulty’ in your reasoning or opinions; and as for ‘impossibility,’ never mention it.”

Colbert bowed, deeply humiliated to be corrected in front of the musketeer. He was about to leave when, hoping to redeem himself, he added, “I forgot to inform your majesty that the confiscations amount to five million livres.”

“That’s quite a sum!” D’Artagnan thought.

“Which brings us to my coffers?” asked the king.

“Eighteen million livres, sire,” Colbert replied, bowing respectfully.

“Mordioux!” D




Chapter LIV: The Houses of M. Fouquet

As D’Artagnan made his way back to Planchet’s house, his head throbbing and his mind reeling from the events of the day, a very different scene unfolded elsewhere—one that, while distinct, was not entirely unrelated to the conversation he had just had with the king. This scene took place outside of Paris, at the country estate of Superintendent Fouquet in the village of Saint-Mande.

The minister had just arrived at his residence, accompanied by his chief clerk, who struggled under the weight of an enormous portfolio filled with papers awaiting review and others that required his signature. It was around five o’clock in the afternoon; the masters had already dined, and preparations were underway for supper, which would be served to twenty subordinate guests.

Without pausing, Fouquet leaped from his carriage and, in one swift motion, entered the house. He hurried through the rooms until he reached his study, where he announced his intention to shut himself away to work. He instructed that he should not be disturbed for anything short of a royal command. Once this order was given, Fouquet closed himself off, and two footmen were stationed as sentinels at his door.

Fouquet pushed a bolt that slid a panel into place, sealing off the entrance and ensuring that nothing from this room could be seen or heard. Surprisingly, it seemed he had locked himself away not just for privacy, but with purpose. He approached a desk, took a seat, and opened a portfolio, sifting through the vast array of papers it held.

No more than ten minutes had passed since he entered and secured the room when a series of soft, rhythmic knocks caught his attention. Fouquet lifted his head, straining to listen. The knocks persisted. With a flicker of impatience, he rose and moved toward a glass panel, behind which the sounds were being made—either by a hand or some unseen mechanism.

It was a large pane of glass set into a panel. Three identical panes completed the symmetry of the room. Nothing set this one apart from the others. Without a doubt, those repeated knocks were a signal; for just as Fouquet leaned closer to the glass, listening intently, the same sound echoed once more, perfectly timed. “Oh! oh!” murmured the intendant in surprise, “Who’s there?”

“I didn’t expect anyone today.” Without hesitation, he pulled a gilded nail from near the glass and shook it three times, as if to signal his intent. Then, returning to his seat, he declared, “Ma foi! Let them wait.”

Diving back into the sea of papers spread before him, he seemed to think of nothing but work. With astonishing speed and clarity, Fouquet deciphered the largest documents and most intricate writings, correcting and annotating them with a pen that moved as if possessed by a feverish energy. The pages transformed under his hands; signatures, figures, and references multiplied as if ten clerks—equivalent to a hundred fingers and ten minds—were at work, rather than just the five fingers and single mind of this man. Only occasionally did Fouquet, absorbed in his tasks, lift his head to steal a glance at the clock positioned before him.

The reason for this was that Fouquet had set himself a task, and once he committed to it, he could accomplish in an hour what others might take a full day to finish. As long as he wasn’t disturbed, he was confident he could complete his work within the timeframe dictated by his relentless drive. However, amidst his intense focus, the soft chimes of the little bell behind the glass rang out again—quick and, therefore, more urgent.

“The lady seems to be growing impatient,” Fouquet remarked. “Hmm, a calm! That must be the comtesse; but no, she has gone to Rambouillet for three days.”

The presidente, then? Oh no, the presidente would never assume such grand airs; she would ring the bell humbly and then wait for my good pleasure. The only certainty I have is that I don’t know who it could be, but I do know who it cannot be. And since it’s not you, marquise—since it cannot possibly be you—curse the rest!” He resumed his work, ignoring the persistent ringing of the bell.

However, after a quarter of an hour, impatience got the better of Fouquet. He seemed to consume rather than complete the remainder of his tasks. He shoved his papers into his portfolio and cast a glance at the mirror, all while the bell rang more insistently than ever. “Oh!”

“Oh!” he exclaimed, “what’s all this commotion? What’s happened, and who could this Ariadne be who awaits me so eagerly? Let’s find out!”

He pressed the tip of his finger against a nail parallel to the one he had just drawn. Instantly, the glass door swung open like a folding screen, revealing a hidden closet, surprisingly deep. The superintendent stepped inside as if entering a vast box. Once inside, he activated another mechanism that opened not just a panel, but a section of the wall itself. He slipped through the opening, allowing the door to close behind him.

Fouquet then descended a winding staircase, about twenty steps leading down into the depths, and emerged into a long, underground passage illuminated by subtle, almost imperceptible loopholes.

The walls of the vault were lined with elegant slabs and tiles, while the floor was covered in plush carpeting. This passage lay beneath the street that separated Fouquet’s house from the Park of Vincennes. At the end of the passage, a winding staircase ascended, mirroring the one by which Fouquet had entered. He climbed these stairs and accessed a hidden chamber through a spring mechanism concealed in a closet, much like the one in his study. This chamber was lavishly furnished, exuding an air of sophistication.

Upon entering, he carefully checked to ensure the glass closed without leaving a trace. Satisfied with his inspection, he used a small gold key to unlock the triple fastenings of a door before him. This time, the door revealed a beautifully appointed cabinet, where a lady of extraordinary beauty sat gracefully on cushions. At the sound of the lock, she sprang towards Fouquet, her eyes alight with anticipation.

“Ah! Good heavens!” exclaimed the latter, stepping back in astonishment. “Madame la Marquise de Belliere, is that you here?”

“Yes,” murmured the marquise. “Yes, it is I, monsieur.”

“Marquise! My dear marquise!” added Fouquet, nearly bowing in reverence. “Ah!

“My God! How did you get here? And I kept you waiting!”

“A long time, monsieur; yes, a very long time!”

“I’m glad to know that this wait felt long for you, marquise!”

“Oh! An eternity, monsieur! I rang more than twenty times. Did you not hear me?”

“Marquise, you look pale; you’re trembling.”

“Did you not hear that you were summoned?”

“Oh, yes; I heard you clearly enough, madame, but I couldn’t come.”

“After all your trials and refusals, how could I have imagined it was you? If I had even the slightest inkling of the happiness that awaited me, believe me, madame, I would have abandoned everything to fall at your feet, just as I do now.”

“Are we truly alone, monsieur?” the marquise asked, glancing around the room.

“Oh, yes, madame, I can assure you of that.”

“Really?” she replied, her tone tinged with melancholy.

“You sigh!” Fouquet remarked.

“What mysteries! What precautions!” the marquise said, a hint of bitterness creeping into her expression. “It’s clear you fear even the slightest hint of your affairs being discovered.”

“Would you prefer them to be made public?”

“Oh, no; you behave like a true gentleman,” the marquise said, smiling.

“Come, dear marquise, please don’t punish me with reproaches. I beg you.”

“Reproaches? Do I even have the right to make any?”

“No, unfortunately not. But tell me, you who I have loved for a year without any return or hope—”

“You’re mistaken. It’s true there’s no hope, but there is a return.”

“What? For my love? There is only one proof of that, and I still seek it.”

“I’m here to provide it, monsieur.”

Fouquet reached out to embrace her, but she gently pulled away. “You continue to deceive yourself, monsieur. You will never accept the only thing I can offer—my devotion.”

“Ah, so you don’t love me? Devotion is merely a virtue; love is a passion.”

“Please, listen to me: I wouldn’t have come here without a serious reason. You understand that, don’t you?”

“The reason matters little, as long as you are here—so that I can see you and speak to you!”

“You’re right; the important thing is that I’m here, unseen by anyone, and that I can talk to you.” With that, Fouquet sank to his knees before her.

“Speak! Speak, madame!” he urged. “I am listening.”

The marquise gazed down at Fouquet, kneeling at her feet, and in her expression was a curious blend of love and melancholy. “Oh!” she finally murmured, “if only I were the one who had the right to see you every moment, to speak with you constantly! If only I could be the one to watch over you, the one who wouldn’t need to rely on mysterious signals to summon you, like a sylph, just to catch a glimpse of you for an hour before you vanish into the shadows of a mystery even more perplexing upon your departure than your arrival. Oh! That would be to live like a truly happy woman!”

“Are you, by any chance, referring to my wife, marquise?” Fouquet asked with a smile.

“Yes, indeed, I was speaking of her.”

“Well, you needn’t envy her, marquise; of all the women I’ve known, Madame Fouquet is the one I see the least and with whom I have the least interaction.”

“At least, monsieur, she isn’t reduced to placing her hand on a glass ornament to call you to her; at least you don’t respond to her with the mysterious, unsettling sound of a bell whose origin I cannot fathom; at least you haven’t forbidden her from trying to uncover the secret of these communications, under the threat of severing all ties with her, as you have done with everyone who has come before me and will come after.”

“Dear marquise, how unjust you are! You have no idea what you’re saying when you lament the mystery. It is through mystery alone that we can love without complications; and it is only through uncomplicated love that we can find happiness.”

But let us return to ourselves, to that devotion you were speaking of—or rather, let me indulge in a delightful illusion and believe that this devotion is love.”

“Just now,” the marquise said, brushing her hand over her eyes, a gesture that could have served as a model for the graceful contours of antiquity, “I was ready to speak. My thoughts were clear and bold; now I find myself utterly confused, quite troubled. I fear I bring you bad news.”

“If your presence is a result of this bad news, then I welcome it! Or rather, marquise, since you acknowledge that I am not entirely indifferent to you, let us set aside the bad news and speak of yourself instead.”

“No, no, on the contrary, you must demand it of me; insist that I tell you immediately, without letting any feelings sway me. Fouquet, my friend, it is of immense importance.”

“You astonish me, marquise; I might even say you frighten me. You, so serious and composed; you who understand the world we inhabit so well. Is it truly that important?”

“Oh!

“Very important.”

“In the first place, how did you come to be here?”

“You’ll find out soon enough; but first, let’s discuss something of greater consequence.”

“Speak, Marquise, please! I implore you, have mercy on my impatience.”

“Do you know that Colbert has been appointed intendant of finances?”

“Bah! Colbert, that little man?”

“Yes, Colbert, that very same.”

“Mazarin’s right-hand man?”

“Exactly.”

“Well! What’s so terrifying about that, dear Marquise? Little Colbert is intendant; it’s astonishing, I admit, but not terrifying.”

“Do you really believe the king would appoint someone you call a little pedant to such a position without a compelling reason?”

“First of all, is it absolutely true that the king has given him this role?”

“It’s what they say.”

“Ay, but who exactly is saying this?”

“Everyone.”

“Everyone? That’s nobody. Name someone credible who claims it.”

“Madame Vanel.”

“Ah! Now you’re starting to genuinely frighten me,” said Fouquet, laughing. “If anyone is well-informed—or should be—it’s the person you just mentioned.”

“Please don’t speak ill of poor Marguerite, Monsieur Fouquet; she still has feelings for you.”

“Indeed? That’s hard to believe. I thought little Colbert, as you just mentioned, had moved on from that love, leaving only a mark like a spot of ink or a grease stain.”

“Fouquet! Fouquet! Is this how you always treat the poor souls you abandon?”

“Surely, you’re not going to defend Madame Vanel?”

“Yes, I will defend her; for I maintain that she still loves you, and the proof is that she saves you.”

“But your intervention, marquise—that’s quite clever of her. No angel could be more agreeable to me or guide me more surely toward salvation.”

“But tell me, do you know Marguerite?”

“She was my friend from the convent.”

“And you say she informed you that Monsieur Colbert has been named intendant?”

“Yes, that’s correct.”

“Well, enlighten me, marquise. Even if Monsieur Colbert is indeed the intendant—what of it? How can a subordinate, a mere clerk, cause me any harm, even if he is Monsieur Colbert?”

“You seem not to consider this, monsieur,” the marquise replied. “Consider what?”

“This: Monsieur Colbert despises you.”

“Despises me?” Fouquet exclaimed. “Good heavens, marquise! Where have you been living?”

“Hates me! Why does the whole world hate me? He, of course, is no different from the rest.”

“He hates you more than the others.”

“More than the others—let him.”

“He’s ambitious.”

“And who isn’t, Marquise?”

“Yes, but with him, ambition knows no bounds.”

“I’m well aware of that, especially since he made it his mission to succeed me with Madame Vanel.”

“And he achieved his goal; just look at that.”

“Are you suggesting he has the audacity to leap from intendant to superintendent?”

“Have you not harbored the same fear yourself?”

“Oh! Oh!” said Fouquet. “To win over Madame Vanel is one thing; to take my place with the king is quite another. France isn’t so easily bought as the wife of a maitre des comptes.”

“Ah, Monsieur, everything has a price; if not in gold, then through intrigue.”

“No one knows this better than you, Madame, the one to whom I have offered millions.”

“Instead of millions, Fouquet, you should have offered me a true, singular, and boundless love; I might have considered that. So you see, everything is indeed for sale, just in different ways.”

“Then, in your view, Colbert is well on his way to securing my position as superintendent.”

“Take care of that head of yours, my dear marquise; he’s not wealthy enough to buy it yet.”

“But what if he tries to take it from you?”

“Ah, that’s a different matter. Unfortunately for him, before he can reach me—meaning the heart of my defenses—he’ll have to breach my outer works, and I’m quite well fortified, I assure you, marquise.”

“What you call your outer works are your allies, aren’t they—your friends?”

“Precisely.”

“And is M. d’Eymeris one of your allies?”

“Yes, he is.”

“And M. Lyodot—would he be one of your friends?”

“Absolutely.”

“And what about M. de Vanin?”

“De Vanin! Ah! They can do whatever they want with him, but—”

“But—”

“But they must not touch the others!”

“Well, if you’re worried about MM. d’Eymeris and Lyodot, it’s time to pay attention.”

“Who’s threatening them?”

“Will you listen to me now?”

“Attentively, marquise.”

“Without interrupting?”

“Speak.”

“Well, this morning, Marguerite sent for me.”

“And what did she want?”

“She said, ‘I dare not see M. Fouquet myself.’”

“Bah! Why would she think I would reproach her?”

“Poor woman, she is deeply deceiving herself.”

“‘See him for yourself,’ she said, ‘and warn him to beware of M. Colbert.’”

“What? She warned me to be cautious of her lover?”

“I’ve already told you that she still loves you.”

“Go on, Marquise.”

“‘M. Colbert,’ she added, ‘came to see me two hours ago to inform me that he has been appointed intendant.’”

“I’ve already mentioned, Marquise, that M. Colbert will only be more susceptible to my influence because of that.”

“Yes, but there’s more: Marguerite is quite close with Madame d’Eymeris and Madame Lyodot.”

“I’m aware of that.”

“Well, M. Colbert asked her numerous questions regarding the fortunes of those two gentlemen and their loyalty to you.”

“Oh, as for those two, I can assure you; they’ll have to be eliminated before they stop being mine.”

“Then, as Madame Vanel had to leave M. Colbert paused for a moment to receive a visitor. Being a diligent man, he barely had time to settle in before the new intendant, left alone, pulled a pencil from his pocket. There was paper on the table, and he began to jot down notes.

“Notes about d’Eymeris and Lyodot?”

“Exactly.”

“I’m curious about the contents of those notes.”

“And that’s precisely what I’ve brought you.”

“Madame Vanel has taken Colbert’s notes and sent them to me?”

“No; but by a stroke of luck that feels almost miraculous, she has a duplicate of those notes.”

“How did she manage that?”

“Listen carefully: I told you Colbert found paper on the table.”

“Yes.”

“That he took a pencil from his pocket.”

“Yes.”

“And wrote on that paper.”

“Yes.”

“Well, this pencil was a lead pencil, which means it was hard; it left a black mark on the first sheet and a faint impression on the second.”

“Go on.”

“When Colbert tore off the first sheet, he didn’t notice the second.”

“Well?”

“Well, what had been written on the first was still legible on the second. Madame Vanel read it and summoned me.”

“Yes, yes.”

“Once she confirmed that I was your loyal friend, she handed me the paper and revealed the secret of this house.”

“And this paper?” Fouquet asked, his agitation evident.

“Here it is, monsieur—read it,” the marquise replied. Fouquet took the paper and read:

“Names of the farmers of revenue to be condemned by the Chamber of Justice: D’Eymeris, friend of M. F.; Lyodot, friend of M. F.; De Vanin, indif.”

“D’Eymeris and Lyodot!” Fouquet exclaimed, eagerly rereading the paper.

“Friends of M. F.,” the marquise said, pointing with her finger. “But what does it mean to be ‘condemned by the Chamber of Justice’?”

“Good heavens!” the marquise exclaimed. “That seems quite clear to me. But that’s not all. Read on, read on.” Fouquet continued, “The first two are sentenced to death, the third will be dismissed, along with MM. d’Hautemont and de la Vallette, who will only have their property confiscated.”

“Great God!” cried Fouquet. “To death, to death!”

“Lyodot and D’Eymeris. But even if the Chamber of Justice were to condemn them to death, the king would never ratify such a sentence, and they cannot be executed without his signature.”

“The king has appointed M. Colbert as intendant.”

“Oh!” cried Fouquet, as if he suddenly realized the peril that loomed beneath him. “Impossible! Impossible! But who erased the marks made by Colbert?”

“I did. I was worried that the first would be lost.”

“Oh!”

“I will know all.”

“You will know nothing, monsieur; your disdain for your enemy blinds you.”

“Pardon me, my dear marquise. Yes, M. Colbert is my enemy, and I believe he is indeed a man to be feared. But I— I have time. And since you are here, having assured me of your loyalty and allowed me to hope for your affection, and since we are alone—”

“I came here to save you, Monsieur Fouquet, not to jeopardize myself,” the marquise replied, rising. “So, beware!”

“Marquise, you truly frighten yourself too much—unless this fear is merely a pretext—”

“M. Colbert is very cunning, very cunning indeed; you must be cautious!”

Fouquet straightened, a newfound resolve in his posture. “And I?” he asked.

“And you, you possess only a noble heart. Beware! Beware!”

“So?”

“I have done what was right, my friend, even at the cost of my reputation. Adieu!”

“Not adieu, au revoir!”

“Perhaps,” the marquise replied, extending her hand for Fouquet to kiss. She walked toward the door with such determination that he dared not block her way. As for Fouquet, he turned away, his head bowed and a heavy cloud of thought on his brow, retracing his steps along the subterranean passage where metal wires connected the two houses, transmitting the wishes and signals of hidden correspondents through two glasses.




Chapter LV: The Abbe Fouquet

Fouquet hurried back to his apartment through the underground passage, quickly closing the mirror with a spring mechanism. He barely had time to call out in his usual voice, “Open the door, monseigneur, please, open the door!” Swiftly, he put the room back in order, making sure nothing would give away his absence or agitation. He scattered papers across the desk, picked up a pen, and, buying himself a moment, called out through the closed door, “Who is there?”

“What, monseigneur, don’t you recognize me?” came the reply.

“Yes, yes,” Fouquet thought to himself, “I know perfectly well who you are, my friend.” Then, aloud, he said, “Isn’t that Gourville?”

“Indeed, it is, monseigneur.”

Fouquet stood, glanced at one of his mirrors, then went to the door, unbolting it with a quick motion as Gourville entered.

“Ah! Monseigneur! Monseigneur!” he exclaimed, his voice filled with desperation. “What cruelty is this?”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve spent the last fifteen minutes begging you to open the door, and you wouldn’t even acknowledge me.”

“Let me be clear: I do not like to be disturbed when I’m busy. While I might make an exception for you, Gourville, I expect my orders to be followed by everyone else.”

“Monseigneur, at this moment I could have broken down doors, forced locks, and toppled walls if necessary!”

“Ah! So it really is something serious, then?” Fouquet asked, interested.

“Oh! I assure you, monseigneur, it is,” Gourville replied.

“And what has happened?” Fouquet asked, feeling increasingly uneasy as he noticed his confidant’s agitation.

“A secret chamber of justice has been established, monseigneur.”

“I know about that, but have the members actually gathered, Gourville?”

“Not only have they met, monseigneur, but they have also passed a sentence.”

“A sentence?” The superintendent’s face turned white, showing his shock. “A sentence! Against whom?”

“On two of your closest friends.”

“Lyodot and D’Eymeris, you mean? What kind of sentence?”

“A death sentence.”

“Passed? Oh!”

“You must be mistaken, Gourville; that’s impossible.”

“Here is a copy of the decree the king is set to sign today, if he hasn’t already.”

Fouquet snatched the paper eagerly, read it quickly, and then gave it back to Gourville. “The king will never sign this,” he declared. Gourville shook his head.

“Monseigneur, M. Colbert is a daring advisor; don’t be too sure of yourself!”

“Monsieur Colbert again!” Fouquet exclaimed. “Why does that name keep coming up to torment me these past few days?”

“You’re making too much of this, Gourville. Let M. Colbert come forward; I’ll face him. Let him lift his head, and I’ll crush him. But you must understand, there has to be something for my gaze to fix on, a solid surface for my feet to stand on.”

“Patience, monseigneur; you don’t understand Colbert yet. Watch him carefully; he’s like a meteor—something we never see fully until it’s too late. By the time we feel the impact, it’s already happened.”

“Oh, Gourville, you exaggerate,” Fouquet replied with a smile. “Please, my friend, don’t try to scare me so easily. M. Colbert a meteor? Corbleu, we’ll meet this meteor head-on.”

“Let us see actions, not words. What has he done?”

“He has ordered two gibbets from the executioner of Paris,” Gourville replied. Fouquet raised his head, a fire lit in his eyes.

“Are you sure of what you’re saying?” he exclaimed.

“Here is the proof, monseigneur.” Gourville produced a note from a secretary at the Hôtel de Ville, one of Fouquet’s loyal followers.

“Yes, it’s true,” the minister murmured. “The scaffold may be set up, but the king hasn’t signed; Gourville, the king will not sign.”

“I’ll know soon enough,” said Gourville.

“How?”

“If the king has signed, the gibbets will be sent this evening to the Hôtel de Ville, to be put up and ready by tomorrow morning.”

“Oh, no! No!” cried the superintendent once more. “You’re all wrong, and you’re all misleading me. Lyodot visited me just the day before yesterday; only three days ago I received a gift of Syracuse wine from poor D’Eymeris.”

“What does that prove?” Gourville answered. “It only means the chamber of justice has been convening secretly, deliberating without the accused, and the whole process was finished by the time they were arrested.”

“What? So they’ve been arrested, then?”

“Without a doubt.”

“But where, when, and how were they arrested?”

“Lyodot was taken yesterday at dawn; D’Eymeris, the night before, as he was returning from his mistress’s house. Their disappearances didn’t cause any alarm. Then M. Colbert made the matter public. It’s being announced by trumpet in Paris at this very moment, and, honestly, monseigneur, you’re one of the few who still doesn’t know.”

Fouquet started to pace his chamber, his uneasiness steadily growing.

“What do you intend to do, monseigneur?” asked Gourville.

“If it really is as you say, I’d go to the king,” cried Fouquet.

“But as I make my way to the Louvre, I’ll pass by the Hôtel de Ville. We’ll see if the sentence has been signed.”

“Incredulity! That is the undoing of all great minds,” Gourville said, shrugging.

“Gourville!”

“Yes,” he continued, “and incredulity ruins everything, just as infection destroys the strongest health—in a moment.”

“Let’s go,” cried Fouquet. “Have the door opened, Gourville.”

“Be careful,” Gourville warned. “The Abbé Fouquet is here.”

“Ah, my brother,” Fouquet responded, annoyance in his voice. “Here, is he?” He knows all the bad news, and seems as happy as ever to bring it to me. The devil! If my brother is here, my business must be in a bad way, Gourville. Why didn’t you say so sooner? I would have been easier to convince.

“Monseigneur slanders him,” Gourville replied, laughing. “If he’s come, it’s certainly not with any bad intent.”

“What, you defend him?” exclaimed Fouquet. “He has no heart, no ideas; just hunger for money.”

“He knows you’re wealthy.”

“And he’d ruin me.”

“No, he’d only want your purse. That’s all.”

“Enough! Enough! A hundred thousand crowns a month for two years.”

“Corbleu! I’m the one who pays, Gourville, I know what I spend.” Gourville chuckled quietly, a sly smile on his lips.

“Yes, yes, you mean it’s the king who pays,” the superintendent replied.

“Ah, Gourville, what a wretched joke; this isn’t the time or place.”

“Monseigneur, please don’t be angry.”

“All right then, send the Abbe Fouquet away; I haven’t a sou to give him.” Gourville moved toward the door.

“He hasn’t seen me in a month,” Fouquet continued, “so why couldn’t he go another two without seeing me?”

“Because he regrets the company he’s been keeping,” Gourville replied, “and he prefers you to all his bandits.”

“Thanks for the compliment! You’re playing a queer advocate today, Gourville—the advocate for the Abbe Fouquet!”

“Eh!”

“But everything and everyone has a good side—a useful side, Monseigneur.”

“And the bandits the abbé keeps happy with money and drink—do they have a good side too? Prove it, if you can.”

“Let the need arise, Monseigneur, and you’ll be glad you have those bandits at your disposal.”

“So you advise me to make peace with the abbé?” Fouquet said, a touch of irony in his tone.

“I advise you, Monseigneur, not to provoke a hundred unruly men who, if they lined up with their rapiers, could form an iron circle able to stop three thousand men.”

Fouquet glanced at Gourville sharply and, stepping past him, told the footman, “That’s fine; let M. l’Abbé Fouquet come in.” Then, to Gourville, “You are right.”

Moments later, Abbé Fouquet appeared in the doorway, bowing deeply. He was a man between forty and forty-five, a curious blend of churchman and soldier—a spadassin grafted onto an abbé. The absence of a sword at his side suggested he was armed with pistols instead.

Fouquet greeted him more as an older brother than a minister. “What can I do for you, monsieur l’abbé?” he asked.

“Oh! How coldly you address me, brother!”

“I speak as a man who is pressed for time, monsieur.”

The abbé glanced slyly at Gourville and then turned his worried gaze on Fouquet. “I need to pay M. de Bregi three hundred pistoles this evening.”

“A debt, a sacred debt,” the Abbe Fouquet declared solemnly.

“What’s next?” Fouquet replied steadily, feeling the abbé wouldn’t come for anything trivial.

“I owe a thousand to my butcher; he refuses to supply me further.”

“And next?”

“Twelve hundred to my tailor,” the abbé continued. “He’s forced me to return seven suits from my staff, ruining my livery, and now my mistress threatens to replace me with a tax farmer. That would be a disgrace to the church.”

“What else?” Fouquet asked.

“You’ll notice,” the abbé said humbly, “that I haven’t asked for anything for myself.”

“That’s considerate of you, monsieur,” Fouquet replied. “As you see, I’m waiting.”

“And I ask for nothing—oh, not for lack of need, I assure you.”

The minister paused. “Twelve hundred pistoles for a tailor does seem a lot for clothing,” he remarked.

“I maintain a hundred men,” the abbé replied proudly. “That’s a significant expense, don’t you think?”

“Why a hundred men?” Fouquet asked.

“Are you a Richelieu or a Mazarin, to need a hundred men as your guard? What use are they? Speak.”

“And you dare ask that?” cried the Abbe Fouquet, indignant. “How can you question me about it? Ah!”

“Yes, I do ask. Why do you need a hundred men? Answer me.”

“Ingrate!” the abbé exclaimed, growing angrier. “Explain yourself.”

“Well, monsieur the superintendent, I only need one valet de chambre for myself, and I could manage alone. But you, with your enemies, a hundred aren’t enough to keep you safe.”

“A hundred men! You should have ten thousand. I keep these men so that in public places and assemblies, no voice dares speak against you. Without them, monsieur, you’d be bombarded with curses, torn apart—you wouldn’t last a week. Do you understand?”

“Ah! So you’re my great champion, monsieur l’abbé.”

“You doubt it?” the abbé exclaimed. “Listen to what happened yesterday in the Rue de la Hochette. A man was arguing over a chicken.”

“Well, how could that possibly harm me, abbé?”

“This way: the chicken was skinny.”

The buyer refused to pay eighteen sous, claiming he couldn’t afford that much for a fowl that, as he said, M. Fouquet had already drained of fat.

“Go on,” someone urged.

“The joke set off a wave of laughter,” the abbé said. “Laughter at your expense! The crowd roared. The jester added, ‘If you have a bird fattened by M. Colbert, I’ll pay whatever you ask!’ Then everyone applauded.”

“A dreadful scandal! Such a scandal makes a brother want to hide his face.”

Fouquet flushed. “And you kept quiet about it?” asked the superintendent.

“No, actually, I had one of my men there—a new recruit from the provinces, M. Menneville, who I value highly. He elbowed through the crowd and addressed the jester: ‘Mille barbes!’”

“Monsieur Jokester, here’s a thrust for Colbert!”

“And one for Fouquet,” the jester answered, as they squared off in front of the cook’s shop, a curious crowd gathered, and five hundred people watched from the windows.

“Well?” Fouquet asked.

“Well, monsieur, my Menneville skewered the joker, to the crowd’s great surprise, and then told the cook, ‘Take this goose, my friend, it’s fatter than your chicken.’ That, monsieur,” the abbé concluded with pride, “is how I spend my money; I defend our family’s honor.”

Fouquet looked down.

“And I have a hundred just as good as him,” the abbé continued.

“Very well,” said Fouquet, “give the bills to Gourville and stay tonight.”

“Are we dining?”

“Yes, there will be supper.”

“But the chest is locked.”

“Gourville will unlock it for you. Now, leave us, monsieur l’abbé, leave us.”

“So, we are friends?” the abbé remarked, bowing slightly.

“Oh yes, my friends. Come, Gourville.”

“You’re going out? Not staying for supper?”

“I’ll be back in an hour; rest easy, abbé.” Then, turning to Gourville, he added, “Have my English horses harnessed and instruct the coachman to stop at the Hôtel de Ville de Paris.”




Chapter LVI: M. de la Fontaine’s Wine

Carriages were already arriving to bring Fouquet’s guests to Saint-Mande, and the whole house was bustling with preparations for supper. Meanwhile, the superintendent sent his swift horses to Paris, choosing the quays to avoid the crowds. He soon arrived at the Hôtel de Ville.

It was nearly a quarter to eight when Fouquet got out at the corner of Rue de Long-Pont. Accompanied by Gourville, he walked toward the Place de Grève. As they entered the square, they noticed a dignified-looking man dressed in black and violet, apparently getting ready for a trip to Vincennes. In front of him sat a large hamper filled with bottles, newly bought from the cabaret called “L’Image-de-Notre-Dame.”

“Ah, that’s Vatel! My maître d’hôtel!” Fouquet exclaimed to Gourville.

“Yes, monseigneur,” Gourville answered. “But what could he possibly be doing at the sign of L’Image-de-Notre-Dame?”

“Buying wine, I suppose.”

“What? Buying wine for me at a cabaret?” Fouquet exclaimed. “My cellar must be in a dreadful state!” He stepped closer to the maître d’hôtel, who was carefully arranging the bottles in the carriage.

“Hey! Vatel,” he called out in the tone of a master.

“Be careful, monseigneur,” Gourville warned. “You’ll be recognized.”

“Very well! What does it matter?—Vatel!”

The man in black and violet turned around. He had a gentle, mild expression—like a mathematician who had lost his pride. A quick spark shone in his eyes, and a sly smile danced on his lips; but a keen observer would soon realize that this spark and smile revealed nothing. Vatel laughed as if he were lost in thought, delighted by simple things, like a child. At his master’s voice, he turned and exclaimed, “Oh! Monseigneur!”

“Yes, it’s me. What are you doing here, Vatel? Buying wine at a cabaret in the Place de Grève!”

“But, Monseigneur,” Vatel replied, casting a cautious glance at Gourville, “why am I being interrupted? Is my cellar not satisfactory?”

“No, certainly not, Vatel, but—”

“But what?” Vatel pressed. Gourville gently nudged Fouquet’s elbow.

“Don’t be upset, Vatel; I thought my cellar—your cellar—was stocked well enough that we wouldn’t need to draw from L’Image-de-Notre-Dame.”

“Eh, monsieur,” Vatel answered, his tone shifting from respectful to matter-of-fact, “your cellar is so well stocked that, when some guests dine with you, they have nothing to drink.”

Fouquet, surprised, turned to Gourville. “What does he mean by that?”

“I mean that your butler didn’t have wine for everyone’s taste, monsieur. M. de la Fontaine, M. Pelisson, and M. Conrart don’t drink when they visit your house—they prefer lighter wines. What can be done?”

“Well, and so?”

“Well, I’ve found a vin de Joigny here that they like.”

“I know they come here every week to drink at the Image-de-Notre-Dame. That’s the reason I’m getting this supply.”

Fouquet had nothing more to say; he was convinced. Vatel, though, clearly had more on his mind and was becoming animated.

“It’s just as if you reproach me, monseigneur, for going to Rue Planche Milbray to fetch the cider that M. Loret enjoys when he dines at your house.”

“Loret drinks cider at my house!” Fouquet exclaimed, laughing.

“Of course he does, monsieur, and that’s why he enjoys dining there so much.”

“Vatel,” Fouquet said, grasping the maître d’hôtel’s hand, “you are a true gem!”

“I thank you, Vatel, for making sure that in my house, M. de la Fontaine, M. Conrart, and M. Loret are as important as dukes and peers—even more so than myself. You are a loyal servant, and I will double your salary.”

Vatel did not thank him, but only shrugged slightly, murmuring with deep feeling: “To be thanked for doing one’s duty is humiliating.”

“He’s right,” Gourville remarked, motioning to draw Fouquet’s attention to something else. He pointed to a low-built tumbrel, pulled by two horses, with two sturdy gibbets swaying on it, bound back to back by chains. An archer sat on the cross-beam, enduring the mocking of a hundred vagabonds who, knowing the grim use for the gibbets, were escorting them to the Hôtel de Ville.

Fouquet started. “It is decided, you see,” said Gourville.

“But it is not done,” answered Fouquet.

“Oh, don’t fool yourself, monseigneur. If they have lulled your friendship and suspicions—if things have gone this far, you won’t be able to undo anything.”

“But I have not given my approval.”

“M. de Lyonne has ratified it for you.”

“I will go to the Louvre.”

“Oh, no, you won’t.”

“Would you really advise such treachery?” cried Fouquet. “Would you have me abandon my friends? Do you suggest that, while I still have the means to resist, I should lay down my arms?”

“I am not advising you to do that, monseigneur.”

“Are you in a position to resign as superintendent at this moment?”

“No.”

“Well, if the king wishes to remove you—”

“He’ll do so whether I am there or not.”

“Yes, but you won’t have offended him.”

“True, but I would have acted dishonorably. I cannot let my friends be lost; they shall not perish!”

“To prevent that, you must go to the Louvre, is that it?”

“Gourville!”

“Careful! Once you’re at the Louvre, you’ll have to defend your friends openly, making a public declaration of loyalty; otherwise, you’ll have to abandon them entirely.”

“Never!”

“Forgive me, but the king will present you with that choice, or you’ll end up proposing it to him yourself.”

“That’s true.”

“That’s why we must avoid conflict. Let’s go back to Saint-Mande, monseigneur.”

“Gourville, I refuse to leave this spot, where the crime is about to be carried out, where my humiliation will be decided. I won’t move until I find a way to fight my enemies.”

“Monseigneur,” Gourville replied, “I would pity you if I didn’t know you to be one of the great minds of this world. You have a hundred and fifty million livres; you are equal to the king in rank, and a hundred and fifty million livres wealthier than he is. M. Colbert has not even succeeded in getting Mazarin’s will accepted.”

When a man is the richest in the kingdom and goes to such lengths to spend his money when things don’t go his way, it reveals a deeper truth: he is, deep down, a poor man. “Let’s go back to Saint-Mande,” I suggest.

“To consult with Pelisson? We will.”

“No, monseigneur, to count your money.”

“Very well,” Fouquet replied, his eyes flashing with anger. “Yes, yes, to Saint-Mande!” He climbed back into his carriage, and Gourville joined him. As they traveled along the road, they soon caught up with Vatel’s modest carriage as he quietly brought home his vin de Joigny. The black horses, moving quickly, frightened the meek hack of the maître d’hôtel. Leaning out the window, he shouted in alarm, “Watch my bottles!”




Chapter LVII: The Gallery of Saint-Mande

Fifty people were waiting for the superintendent. He didn’t even stop to consult his valet but went straight from the perron into the premier salon. There his friends were gathered, deep in conversation. The intendant was about to order supper, but most of all, the Abbé Fouquet was eagerly anticipating the return of his brother, trying to host in his absence.

When the superintendent appeared, a murmur of joy and affection rippled through the room. Fouquet, radiating affability, good humor, and generosity, was adored by his poets, artists, and business associates. His brow, which his small court watched like that of a god—reading every movement of his soul and letting it guide their behavior—was this evening paler than usual. More than one attentive observer noticed that unusual pallor.

Fouquet positioned himself at the head of the table, pres




Chapter LVIII: Epicureans

As Fouquet seemed fully absorbed by the dazzling lights, the gentle music of violins and oboes, and the flashes of fireworks that lit up the sky with vibrant reflections, he cast a shadow behind the trees that outlined the dark shape of the Vincennes donjon. While the superintendent smiled at the ladies and poets, the festivities stayed lively as ever. Vatel, with his restless and somewhat jealous eyes, carefully watched Fouquet’s manner, appearing pleased with how the evening’s entertainment was received.

Once the fireworks ended, the guests wandered through the gardens and beneath the marble porticoes, enjoying the pleasant freedom that showed the host’s remarkable ability to set aside his grandeur, his gracious hospitality, and his grand yet relaxed manner.

The poets strolled arm in arm through the groves, some reclining on beds of moss that played havoc with their velvet suits and carefully styled hair, which caught dried leaves and blades of grass. Some ladies gathered to listen to the singers’ songs and the poets’ verses, while others were drawn in by the clever prose of men who were neither actors nor poets. Yet, youth and solitude seemed to put an eloquence in them that outmatched everything else in the world.

“Why,” La Fontaine mused, “doesn’t our master Epicurus come down to the garden? He never left his students; our master is mistaken.”

“Monsieur,” Conrart replied, “you are mistaken in claiming the title of Epicurean. Nothing here reminds me of the teachings of the philosopher from Gargetta.”

“Nonsense!” La Fontaine retorted. “Is it not said that Epicurus bought a large garden and lived there peacefully with his friends?”

“That is true.”

“Well, hasn’t M. Fouquet bought a large garden at Saint-Mande? Aren’t we living here in peace with him and his friends?”

“Yes, of course; but unfortunately, it’s neither the garden nor the friends that make the comparison. What is the likeness between Epicurus’s philosophy and that of M. …”

“Fouquet?”

“This—pleasure brings happiness.”

“What next?”

“Well, I don’t think we should see ourselves as unfortunate, at least not for my part. A fine meal—vin de Joigny, which they were kind enough to fetch from my favorite tavern—not a single rude remark during an hour-long supper, even with ten millionaires and twenty poets present.”

“I must interrupt you there. You mentioned the wine and a fine meal; do you really stick by that?”

“I do—anteco, as they say at Port Royal.”

“Then remember that Epicurus lived, and taught his followers to live, on bread, vegetables, and water.”

“That’s not certain,” La Fontaine replied. “You seem to be confusing Epicurus with Pythagoras, my dear Conrart.”

“Also bear in mind that the ancient philosopher was not exactly a friend to the gods or the magistrates.”

“Oh! That I cannot accept,” La Fontaine countered. “Epicurus was much like M. Fouquet.”

“Do not compare him to Monsieur le Surintendant,” Conrart said, his voice rising anxiously, “or you might help those spreading rumors about him and us.”

“What rumors?”

“That we are unpatriotic Frenchmen, indifferent to the king, and deaf to the law.”

“Then let me return to my point,” La Fontaine said.

“Listen, Conrart, here is the morality of Epicurus, whom I must admit I see as a legend. Much of ancient history is shrouded in myth. If you look closely, Jupiter stands for life, while Alcides means strength. The words themselves show it: Zeus, which means ‘to live,’ and Alcides, meaning ‘vigor.’”

“Well, Epicurus teaches that gentle vigilance is a form of protection. Who watches the state or protects individuals better than M. Fouquet?”

“You’re speaking of etymology, not of morality. I claim that we modern Epicureans are uncaring citizens.”

“Oh!” La Fontaine exclaimed, “If we’re bad citizens, it’s not because we follow our master’s teachings. Here, listen to one of his main sayings.”

“I’m listening.”

“Pray for good leaders.”

“And?”

“And what does M. Fouquet say to us every day? ‘When will we be well governed?’ Doesn’t he say so?”

“Come, Conrart, be honest.”

“He says it—and it’s true.”

“Well, that’s one of Epicurus’s principles.”

“Yes, but it’s a little seditious, isn’t it?”

“What? Is it seditious to want wise and capable leaders?”

“Certainly, when those in charge are not up to it.”

“Patience, I have a counter for everything.”

“Even for what I just said?”

“Listen! Would you really obey those who govern badly? Oh! It’s written: Cacos politeuousi. You’re in agreement with the text, yes?”

“Indeed!”

“I thought so. You know, my dear La Fontaine, you speak Greek as easily as Aesop himself.”

“Is there any harm in that, my dear Conrart?”

“Heaven forbid I’d suggest such a thing.”

“Then let’s return to M. Fouquet. What has he kept saying to us all day? Wasn’t it: ‘What a buffoon Mazarin is!’”

“What an idiot! What a parasite! And yet, we have to accept him.” Now, Conrart, did he truly say that, or not?”

“I confess he did, and perhaps he said it a bit too often.”

“Ah, just like Epicurus, my friend—still like Epicurus. I maintain: we are Epicureans, and it’s rather entertaining.”

“Yes, but I’m afraid a sect like that of Epictetus may rise up next to us. You know him well—the philosopher from Hierapolis, who called bread a luxury, vegetables a sign of extravagance, and clear water a form of drunkenness. When his master beat him, he grumbled a bit, but not in anger, saying, ‘I wager you’ve broken my leg!’—and he won his bet.”

“That Epictetus was a fool.”

“True, but he could quickly become fashionable if he just changed his name to Colbert.”

“Nonsense!” La Fontaine replied, “that’s impossible. You will never find Colbert in Epictetus.”

“You’re right; I might only find Coluber there, at best.”

“Ah! You’ve lost, Conrart; you’ve fallen back on a pun.”

Arnaud says I lack logic; yet I have more than M. Nicole ever had.”

“Yes,” Conrart replied, “you have logic, but you’re a Jansenist.”

This remark drew a hearty burst of laughter. Little by little, a crowd gathered, drawn in by the lively debate between the two men beneath the arbor. Their conversation held the audience’s attention, and even Fouquet, struggling to appear restrained, managed a semblance of calm. But as the discussion reached its peak, he gave in completely and burst out laughing. The laughter became widespread, and soon everyone joined in, showering the two philosophers with enthusiastic praise. In the end, La Fontaine was declared the winner, celebrated for his deep knowledge and solid logic.

Conrart received the reward due an unsuccessful contender, praised for the loyalty of his intentions and the honesty of his conscience. As the scene became even more cheerful, and the ladies playfully scolded the debaters for leaving women out of Epicurean happiness, Gourville was seen hurrying over from the far end of the garden. He came up to Fouquet, drawing him away from the group just by his presence.

Though the superintendent kept a show of nonchalance, as soon as he was out of sight, he let go of the act. “Well!” he said eagerly, “Where is Pelisson? What’s he doing?”

“Pelisson has returned from Paris.”

“Did he bring back the prisoners?”

“He didn’t even see the prison concierge.”

“What? Didn’t he say he came on my behalf?”

“He did, but the concierge replied, ‘If anyone comes from M. Fouquet, he must bring a letter from M. Fouquet.’”

“Oh!” exclaimed Fouquet, “if a letter is all he needs—”

“It’s no use, monsieur!” Pelisson interrupted, appearing at the edge of the wood. “No use! You need to go yourself and speak for yourself.”

“You’re right. I’ll go, as if I’m there to work. Keep the horses harnessed, Pelisson. Entertain my friends, Gourville.”

“One last word of advice, monseigneur,” Gourville said. “Go ahead, Gourville.”

“Don’t approach the concierge until the very last moment; it may be brave, but it isn’t wise.”

“Excuse me, Monsieur Pelisson, if I don’t follow your thinking; but take my advice, monseigneur: send another messenger to the concierge. He is a good man, but don’t carry the message yourself.”

“I’ll think about it,” said Fouquet. “Besides, we have all night ahead of us.”

“Don’t rely so much on time; even double the hours wouldn’t be enough,” Pelisson replied. “It’s never wrong to arrive early.”

“Farewell!” said the superintendent. “Come with me, Pelisson. Gourville, I leave my guests in your hands.”

With that, he left. The Epicureans did not notice that their leader had gone; the violins played on throughout the night.




Chapter LIX: A Quarter of an Hour’s Delay

As Fouquet stepped out of his house for the second time that day, he felt lighter and less troubled than one might expect.

He turned to Pelisson, who was lost in thought in the corner of the carriage, contemplating some sound arguments against Colbert’s aggressive tactics. “My dear Pelisson,” said Fouquet, “it’s a shame you’re not a woman.”

“On the contrary, I consider it very fortunate,” Pelisson replied, “for, monseigneur, I am exceedingly unattractive.”

“Pelisson! Pelisson!” the superintendent laughed. “You insist on calling yourself ‘ugly’ so often that it makes one wonder if it truly troubles you.”

“It truly does, monseigneur; it pains me greatly. No one is more unfortunate than I. I was once handsome, but smallpox has made me hideous. I’ve lost a major means of attraction. Now, I serve as your principal clerk—or something like that. I take a keen interest in your affairs, and if I were a beautiful woman at this moment, I could be of great help to you.”

“And how would you do that?”

“I would seek out the concierge of the Palais. I would charm him, for he is a gallant man, excessively fond of women; then I would arrange for our two prisoners to escape.”

“I hope to do that myself, even without the benefit of beauty,” replied Fouquet.

“True, monseigneur, but you would be putting yourself at great risk.”

“Oh!” cried Fouquet suddenly, a spark of youthful passion igniting within him, possibly stirred by a sweet memory or the generous blood of youth. “Oh!”

“I know a woman who could play exactly the role we need to deal with the lieutenant-governor of the concierge.”

“And I, on my side, know fifty, monseigneur—fifty trumpets that will proclaim your generosity and devotion to your friends to the world, ultimately leading to your ruin as they destroy themselves in the process.”

“I’m not talking about such women, Pelisson. I mean a noble and beautiful woman who combines the intelligence and wit of her sex with the courage and composure of ours. I speak of a woman so striking that even the walls of a prison would seem to bow before her, and so discreet that no one would ever suspect who sent her.”

“A treasure!” exclaimed Pelisson. “You would make a splendid gift for monsieur the governor of the concierge! Good heavens, monseigneur, he might lose his head, but before that, he would experience a happiness no other man has known.”

“And I add,” said Fouquet, “that the concierge of the Palais would not lose his head, because I would give him my horses to escape, along with five hundred thousand livres to live well in England. And I also add that this lady, my friend, would offer him nothing but the horses and the money. Now, let’s go find her, Pelisson.”

Fouquet reached for the golden and silken cord inside his carriage, but Pelisson stopped him. “Monseigneur,” he said, “you will waste as much time searching for this lady as Columbus did looking for the New World. We have only two hours to succeed; once the concierge goes to bed, how will we reach him without attracting attention?”

As daylight approaches, how could we conceal our actions? Go on, monseigneur, and don’t go seeking either woman or angel tonight.”

“But, my dear Pelisson, we are right before her door.”

“What! In front of the angel’s door?”

“Yes, indeed.”

“This is Madame de Belliere’s residence!”

“Quiet!”

“Oh dear!” Pelisson exclaimed. “What can you possibly have against her?”

“Nothing, and that is exactly what drives me to despair.”

“Nothing—absolutely nothing. Why can’t I, instead, list enough faults about her to keep you from seeing her?”

But Fouquet had already ordered the carriage to stop, and it came to a halt. “Stop me?” he exclaimed. “No power on earth could prevent me from visiting Madame de Plessis-Belliere. Besides, who knows when we might need her?”

“No, monseigneur, no!”

“But I insist you don’t wait for me, Pelisson,” Fouquet replied, his tone truly courteous.

“On the contrary, I will wait, monseigneur. Knowing you’re keeping me waiting might mean you’ll stay for a shorter time. Take care! There’s a carriage in the courtyard; she has someone with her.” Fouquet leaned closer to the carriage steps.

“One more word,” Pelisson urged, his voice rising with urgency. “Please, don’t see her until you’ve spoken to the concierge—it’s crucial!”

“Just five minutes, Pelisson,” Fouquet replied, stepping out of the carriage and leaving his companion in a foul mood. He hurried up the stairs and announced himself to the footman, whose eager and respectful manner reflected the esteem in which the lady of the house held that name.

“Monsieur le surintendant!” the marquise exclaimed, her face pale as she approached him. “What an honor! What an unexpected pleasure!” Then, lowering her voice, she added, “Be careful! Marguerite Vanel is here!”

“Madame,” Fouquet replied, feeling a wave of agitation, “I came on business.”

“One word, and quickly, please!” he said as he entered the salon. Madame Vanel had risen, her complexion paler and more lifeless than Envy itself. Fouquet attempted to greet her with the most charming and gentle salutation, but she replied only with a piercing glance aimed at both the marquise and himself. That sharp look from a jealous woman is like a stiletto, capable of piercing any armor; Marguerite Vanel drove it straight into her two confidants’ hearts. She offered a curtsey to her friend, a deeper one to Fouquet, and took her leave, claiming she had numerous visits to make. Neither the marquise nor Fouquet, consumed by anxiety, tried to stop her. As soon as she had left the room, Fouquet, now alone with the marquise, dropped to his knees without saying a word.

“I expected you,” said the marquise, letting out a gentle sigh.

“Oh, no,” he replied, “if you had, you would have sent that woman away.”

“She’s only been here for about half an hour, and I didn’t expect her tonight.”

“So you do love me a little, then, marquise?”

“That’s not what matters right now; what matters is your safety. How are your affairs coming along?”

“I’m going this evening to free my friends from the prisons at the Palais.”

“How do you plan to do that?”

“By buying off and bribing the governor.”

“He’s a friend of mine. Can I help you without putting you in danger?”

“Oh, marquise, that would be a tremendous favor. But how can you help without compromising yourself? I would never let my life, my power, or even my freedom come at the cost of a single tear from your eyes or a line of pain on your brow.”

“Monseigneur, please, no more of that. It confuses me. I’ve been reckless in wanting to help you without thinking about the consequences. I truly care for you, as a dear friend, and I appreciate your thoughtful gestures—but, alas!—alas!”

“You will never find a lover in me.”

“Marquise!” cried Fouquet, genuine despair in his tone. “Why not?”

“Because you are too beloved,” the young woman answered softly. “You are adored by too many people. The brilliance of your glory and fortune blinds me, while the shadows of sorrow draw me in. I, who turned away from your grandeur, who hardly noticed you in your splendor, came—like a madwoman—to throw myself into your arms when I sensed misfortune approaching you. Do you understand me now, monseigneur? Find happiness again, so that I may remain chaste in my heart and thoughts. Your misfortune leads to my ruin.”

“Oh, madame,” said Fouquet, overwhelmed by an emotion he had never felt before, “if I were to sink to the lowest depths of human misery, and you were then to give me that word you now deny, you would be mistaken in your noble pride. At that moment, you would think you were comforting the most unfortunate of men, yet you would have spoken ‘I love you’ to the most illustrious, the most delighted, the most triumphant among the fortunate in this world.”

He remained at her feet, kissing her hand, when Pelisson burst in, clearly upset. “Monseigneur! Madame! For Heaven’s sake!”

“Excuse me, Monseigneur, but you have been here for half an hour. Oh, please don’t look at me so reproachfully. Madame, may I ask who that lady was that left your house shortly after Monseigneur arrived?”

“Madame Vanel,” replied Fouquet.

“Ah!” exclaimed Pelisson, “I knew it!”

“Well!

“What then?”

“Well, she got into her carriage, looking deathly pale.”

“What does that matter to me?”

“Yes, but what she said to her coachman matters very much for you.”

“Heavens!” cried the marquise. “What did she say?”

“To M. Colbert’s!” Pelisson replied in a hoarse voice. “Good God!—hurry, monseigneur!” The marquise pushed Fouquet out of the salon while Pelisson pulled him along by the hand. “Am I really,” the superintendent said, “reduced to a child, frightened by a mere shadow?”

“You are a giant,” the marquise replied, “and a viper is trying to bite your heel.”

Pelisson continued to pull Fouquet toward the carriage. “To the Palais at full speed!” he shouted to the coachman. The horses sped off like lightning, showing no sign of slowing for any obstacle in their path.

As they entered the Place de Grève, a line of horsemen blocked the narrow passage, stopping the superintendent’s carriage. There was no way through this barrier; they had to wait for the mounted archers of the watch—who were the ones blocking the way—to pass by with the heavy carriage they were escorting, which was making its way quickly toward the Place Baudoyer. Fouquet and Pelisson paid little attention to this, except to bemoan the brief delay they had to endure. They arrived at the residence of the concierge du Palais five minutes later. The officer was still pacing the front courtyard. When Fouquet’s name was whispered in his ear by Pelisson, the governor eagerly approached the carriage, hat in hand, and showered them with attentions.

“What an honor this is for me, monseigneur,” he said. “One request, monsieur le gouverneur: would you mind stepping into my carriage?” The officer seated himself across from Fouquet in the coach.

“Monsieur,” Fouquet began, “I have a favor to ask.”

“Speak, monseigneur.”

“It’s a favor that may put you in a difficult position, but it will guarantee my protection and friendship for you in the future.”

“If it meant throwing myself into a fire for you, monseigneur, I would do it.”

“That’s admirable,” Fouquet replied, “but what I ask is much simpler.”

“In that case, monseigneur, what is it?”

“I need you to take me to the chambers of Messieurs Lyodot and D’Eymeris.”

“Would you mind telling me why?”

“I’ll explain in their presence, monsieur, and with what is needed to justify such an escape.”

“Escape? But, monseigneur, you may not know…”

“Know what?”

“That Messieurs Lyodot and D’Eymeris are no longer here.”

“Since when?” Fouquet exclaimed, his agitation clear.

“About a quarter of an hour ago.”

“Where have they gone?”

“To Vincennes—to the donjon.”

“Who took them from here?”

“An order from the king.”

“Oh! Woe!”

“Woe!” echoed Fouquet, striking his forehead. “Woe!” Without another word to the governor, he threw himself back into his carriage, despair on his face.

“Well!” Pelisson said, his voice tense with anxiety. “Our friends are lost. Colbert is taking them to the donjon. They crossed our path under the arcade Saint-Jean.”

Pelisson, stunned as if struck by lightning, fell silent.

With a single reproach, he could have destroyed his master. “Where is Monseigneur going?” asked the footman. “Home—to Paris. As for you, Pelisson, return to Saint-Mande and bring the Abbé Fouquet to me within the hour. Now, go!”




Chapter LX: Plan of Battle

The night had grown late when Abbe Fouquet joined his brother, accompanied by Gourville. The three men, pale from anxiety about what the future might bring, looked not like the leading figures of the day, but like conspirators united by a single, violent determination. Fouquet walked in silence for a long time, his gaze fixed on the floor, his hands nervously striking each other. At last, gathering his courage and letting out a deep sigh, he spoke.

“Abbe,” he began, “you mentioned earlier today some men you can rely on.”

“Yes, monsieur,” the abbe replied.

“Tell me exactly who these men are.” He hesitated, weighing his words.

“Come! You have no reason to fear; I’m not here to threaten you, nor to make jokes.”

“Since you insist on the truth, monseigneur, here it is: I have a hundred and twenty friends—companions in pleasure—who are as loyal to me as a thief is to the gallows.”

“And you believe you can depend on them?”

“Absolutely.”

“And you won’t put yourself at risk?”

“I won’t even show my face




Chapter LXI: The Cabaret of the Image-de-Notre-Dame

At two o’clock the next day, fifty thousand spectators filled the Place, gathering around the two gibbets that had been set up between the Quai de la Grève and the Quai Pelletier. The structures stood side by side, their backs turned toward the riverbank. That morning, the city’s sworn criers had marched through the neighborhoods, especially the markets and outskirts, proclaiming with their hoarse, tireless voices the king’s great act of justice against two speculators—two thieves preying on the people.

Loyal to their king, the townsfolk whose interests were so passionately defended, left their shops, stalls, and workshops to thank Louis XIV, almost like guests afraid of offending their host by missing his gathering. According to the sentence, which the criers read out—though not always flawlessly—two tax farmers, hoarders of riches, squanderers of royal resources, extortionists, and forgers, were to be executed in the Place de Grève, their names posted above their heads, as ordered by the decree.

Although the sentence didn’t mention the names, Parisian curiosity had reached its peak. A huge crowd gathered, feverishly waiting for the hour of execution. Word had spread that the prisoners, transferred to the Château de Vincennes, would be brought from there to the Place de Grève. Because of this, the faubourg and Rue Saint-Antoine were jammed; the population of Paris during such major executions split into two groups: those who wanted to see the condemned pass by—gentler, more inquisitive souls—and those who wanted to see them die—people hungry for shocking spectacles.

On this day, M. d’Artagnan received his final instructions from the king and took leave of his friends, of whom only Planchet remained at that moment. He then laid out his schedule, as any busy person should, well aware of the day’s importance.

“My departure is set for dawn,” he said, “at three in the morning. That leaves me fifteen hours. If I take away the six hours of sleep I need—six; one hour for meals—seven; one hour for a farewell visit to Athos—eight; and two hours for anything unexpected—ten total—I’m left with five hours. I need one hour to collect my money, meaning to deal with M. Fouquet’s refusal; another hour to get my funds from M. Colbert, grimaces and questions included; and one hour to check my clothes and arms, and get my boots cleaned.”

“I still have two hours left. Mordioux! How wealthy I am!”

As he spoke, D’Artagnan was swept by a kind of strange happiness—a youthful giddiness drifting through his mind like a sweet memory from glorious, carefree days gone by. “In these two hours,” he mused, “I’ll go collect my quarter’s rent from the Image-de-Notre-Dame. That’ll be wonderful. Three hundred seventy-five livres!”

Mordioux! That truly is remarkable! If a poor man with only one livre in his pocket suddenly found a livre and twelve deniers, that would be fair—now that would be something. But such luck never seems to visit the poor. Meanwhile, the rich make money from their money without lifting a finger. Here I am, suddenly blessed with three hundred seventy-five livres as if they’d fallen from the sky. I think I’ll head over to the Image-de-Notre-Dame and have a glass of Spanish wine with my tenant, who will certainly offer it to me.

But order must be kept, Monsieur d’Artagnan; order must be kept! Let’s organize our time and set our tasks. Article 1: Athos; Article 2: the Image-de-Notre-Dame; Article 3: M. Fouquet; Article 4: M. Colbert; Article 5: supper; Article 6: clothes, boots, horse, portmanteau; Article 7 and last: sleep.

So, with this plan, D’Artagnan went straight to the Comte de la Fere, modestly and honestly sharing some of his recent fortunate events. Athos felt slightly uneasy about D’Artagnan’s visit to the king, but a few words sufficed to explain. He sensed the king had entrusted D’Artagnan with an important mission and did not ask him for details. He only advised him to be careful and delicately offered to go with him if necessary.

“But, my dear friend,” D’Artagnan replied, “I’m not actually going anywhere.”

“What? You come to say goodbye, but you’re not going anywhere?”

“Oh! Yes, yes,” D’Artagnan admitted, his face turning a bit red. “I’m going to make an acquisition.”

“That’s another matter entirely.”

“I’ve decided to change my warning. Rather than ‘Don’t get yourself killed,’ I’ll say, ‘Don’t get yourself robbed.’”

“My friend, if I come across any property that interests me, I’ll let you know, and I trust you’ll do the same.”

“Of course,” Athos replied, too well-bred to even hint at a smile. Raoul mirrored his father’s reserved manner. But D’Artagnan thought it too mysterious to leave his friends uninformed about the route he meant to take. “I’ve chosen Le Mans,” he told Athos. “Is it a good area?”

“Excellent, my friend,” the count answered, carefully leaving out that Le Mans was on the way to La Touraine, and that by waiting two days, he could have a companion.

But D’Artagnan, feeling even more embarrassed than the count, got more tangled with each explanation. “I’ll leave tomorrow at daybreak,” he eventually said. “Until then, will you go with me, Raoul?”

“Yes, monsieur le chevalier,” the young man answered, “provided monsieur le comte doesn’t need me.”

“No, Raoul; I have an audience today with Monsieur, the king’s brother. That is my only commitment.”

Raoul asked Grimaud for his sword, which the old man promptly brought.

“Well then,” D’Artagnan said, opening his arms to Athos, “farewell, my dear friend!”

Athos embraced him, and the musketeer, understanding discretion, leaned in close to whisper, “An affair of state.” Athos replied with a firm handshake, full of meaning. They parted. Raoul took the arm of his old friend, who led him along the Rue Saint-Honoré.

“I am bringing you to the dwelling of the god Plutus,” D’Artagnan said to the young man. “Brace yourself. Today you’ll see crowns piled up. Heavens! How I’ve changed!”

“Oh! Look at all the people in the street!” Raoul cried.

“Is there a procession today?” D’Artagnan asked a passerby.

“Monsieur, it’s a hanging,” the man replied.

“What? A hanging at the Grève?” D’Artagnan exclaimed.

“Yes, monsieur.”

“The devil take the fool who gets himself hanged on the very day I plan to collect my rent!” D’Artagnan shouted. “Raoul, have you ever seen anyone hanged?”

“Never, monsieur—thank God!”

“Oh, how young you sound!

If you’d ever been on sentry in the trenches, as I have, and seen a spy! But forgive me, Raoul, I’m rambling—you’re right, it’s a gruesome sight! What time is the execution, monsieur, please?”

“Monsieur,” replied the stranger with respect, happy to talk to two men of the sword, “it will be around three o’clock.”

“Aha! It’s only half-past one; let’s move. We’ll collect my three hundred seventy-five livres and be gone before the criminal arrives.”

“Criminals, monsieur,” the bourgeois offered, “there are two.”

“Monsieur, I thank you,” said D’Artagnan, who, as he grew older, became exceptionally polite.

Drawing Raoul along, he hurried toward La Greve. Without the musketeers’ skill in moving through a crowd—and their remarkable strength and quickness—they’d never have made it to their destination. They followed the line of the Quai, reached after they’d left the Rue Saint-Honoré and parted with Athos. D’Artagnan led, splitting the crowds with well-placed elbow, wrist, and shoulder movements. Now and then, the hilt of his sword helped pry apart stubborn ranks—separating husband from wife, uncle from nephew, brother from brother. He did this with such naturalness and such pleasant smiles that only someone with ribs of bronze could fail to feel grateful for the nudge, or a heart of stone neglect the charm of that musketeer’s smile.

Raoul, close behind, charmed the women who admired his looks and pushed back the men who met his sturdy frame. Thus, they carved a path through the wild, muddy current of the crowd. Nearing the two gibbets, Raoul turned away in horror, unable to bear the sight.

D’Artagnan barely noticed the crowd; all his focus was on his house, with its gabled roof and windows filled with curious heads. Several musketeers on leave were in the square or nearby streets—some with women, others with friends—awaiting the coming spectacle. What especially delighted him was the sight of his tenant, the cabaretier, so swamped with customers he hardly knew which way to turn. Three young men fought to keep up, serving drinks to the masses crammed into the shop, rooms, and courtyard. D’Artagnan nudged Raoul to point out the busy scene: “He’ll have no excuse for not paying his rent.”

“Look at those drinkers, Raoul; you’d think they were all fast friends. Mordioux! There’s barely room to breathe!” Still, D’Artagnan managed to grab the cabaretier’s apron and signal his presence.

“Ah, monsieur le chevalier,” cried the tavern keeper, half wild with stress, “just a moment, if you please. I’ve got a hundred mad devils tearing my cellar apart.”

“The cellar, sure, but leave the money-box be.”

“Oh, monsieur, your thirty-seven and a half pistoles are all counted and waiting for you upstairs in my bedroom. But up there, thirty customers are finishing off a barrel of Oporto that I opened this morning. Give me one minute—just a single minute?”

“Very well, very well,” D’Artagnan agreed.

“I’ll go,” Raoul said quietly to D’Artagnan. “This noisy drinking is disgraceful!”

“Monsieur,” D’Artagnan countered sternly, “you’ll stay right here.

The soldier needs to get used to every kind of sight. When we’re young, our eyes are made of fibers that must be toughened; true kindness only comes when the eye becomes strong and the heart stays gentle. Besides, my dear Raoul, would you really leave me here alone? That’s not very friendly. Over there in the lower courtyard, you see that tree? We’ll find air to breathe there, away from this suffocating crush and spill of wine.

From this spot, the two new guests of the Image-de-Notre-Dame could hear the ever-growing uproar, every shout and gesture from the drinkers at the tables and in all the rooms. If D’Artagnan had meant to watch for an expedition, he couldn’t have picked a better lookout.

The tree under which D’Artagnan and Raoul sat wrapped them in heavy, leafy shade. It was a low, sturdy chestnut, with branches spreading wide, shading an old battered table abandoned by previous drinkers. Here, D’Artagnan could see everything: the waiters coming and going, new arrivals entering, and the mix of warm welcomes and cool looks they received from those already installed. He watched all this to pass the time, as the thirty-seven and a half pistoles seemed especially slow in arriving. Raoul called him back to business.

“Monsieur,” he said, “you’re not pressing your tenant, and the condemned will be here soon.”

“The crowd will be so thick we won’t be able to escape.”

“You’re right,” the musketeer agreed. “Hey! Anybody there? Mordioux!” He slammed his fist on the ruined table, which split under the blow. Still, no one came. D’Artagnan was about to go after the innkeeper himself for a clear answer when the garden door at the rear of the courtyard was thrown open. A man dressed as a cavalier crossed the courtyard, his sword in its scabbard but not at his hip, and left the door swinging open. He shot a sideways look at D’Artagnan and Raoul, then walked towards the inn, scanning everyone nearby with penetrating eyes as if searching consciences. “Ha!” said D’Artagnan, “my tenants are up to something.”

“That’s surely an amateur at hanging,” D’Artagnan thought. At that moment, the noise from the upstairs rooms suddenly stopped. Sometimes, such silence alarms more than a surge of noise. Eager to find out why it had become so quiet, D’Artagnan turned to see a man in cavalier’s dress entering the main room. He began speaking to the assembled drinkers, who listened closely. D’Artagnan might have understood the speech, but the tumult of the crowd below provided a wild, jumbled background, making the details impossible to catch.

After the speech was done, the patrons began slipping away in small groups, until only six remained. The man with the sword pulled the cabaretier aside for a serious talk. The others made a large fire in the hearth—a strange thing with the weather so warm.

“That’s odd,” D’Artagnan noted to Raoul, “but I think I know those faces.”

“Don’t you smell the smoke?” Raoul answered.

“I’ve got the feeling there’s a plot,” D’Artagnan replied.

Just as he finished, four of the men came down into the courtyard. Without any obvious sign of ill-will, they spread out as guards near the communication door, throwing glances at D’Artagnan that hinted at secrets.

“Mordioux!” D’Artagnan muttered, “something is brewing. Are you curious, Raoul?”

“It depends what it is, chevalier.”

“Well, I’m as curious as an old gossip. Let’s get a better viewpoint.”

“I’ll bet that the view will be very interesting.”

“But you know, Monsieur le Chevalier, I refuse to just stand by while those poor souls are slaughtered.”

“And do you think I’m a brute? We’ll come back at the right time. Come on!”

They moved toward the front of the house and stood near a window—strangely, the only one unoccupied. The final two drinkers, instead of watching the crowd, kept busy tending the fire. When D’Artagnan and his companion entered, one of them exclaimed, “Ah! Ah!”

“A reinforcement,” they mumbled.

D’Artagnan nudged Raoul. “Yes, my friends, a reinforcement,” he said. “Cordieu! That’s a blaze. Whose supper are you cooking?”

The two men broke into hearty laughter, and instead of replying, threw more wood on the fire. D’Artagnan watched them closely.

“I suppose,” said one of the fire-makers, “you were sent to tell us when it’s time?”

“Certainly,” replied D’Artagnan, wanting to find out more. “Why else would I be here?”

“If so, take your place at the window and watch,” the fire-maker said.

D’Artagnan grinned under his mustache, nudged Raoul, and moved to the window.




Chapter LXII: Vive Colbert!

The scene unfolding at the Grève was horrific. The heads, when seen in rows, stretched away in a restless mass, like the ears of wheat in some vast field. Every now and then, a new rumor or whisper would ripple through the crowd, setting heads swaying and thousands of eyes flashing in anticipation.

At times, a great disturbance arose. The “ears of wheat” surged and swayed, becoming a tumultuous wave that rushed from the fringes to the center, crashing against the hedge of archers that circled the gibbets. Halberds descended on the heads and shoulders of the reckless; now and then, it was not just wood but steel that struck, clearing a large space around the guards. Those outside pressed in, soon jammed up against the Seine’s parapets.

From a window overlooking the entire square, D’Artagnan watched with satisfaction as the musketeers and guards—caught in the crowd—held their ground with fists and sword hilts. He noted they had banded together, their camaraderie giving them strength, forming a group of about fifty. Apart from a handful scattered here and there, the main group stuck together, within sight and calling distance. But it wasn’t just the musketeers and guards who held D’Artagnan’s attention.

Around the gibbets, especially near the entrance to the Saint-Jean arcade, a restless crowd surged—a mix of bold faces, determined glances, foolish grins, and indifferent stares. Signals were exchanged, hands gripped and released. D’Artagnan noticed, among the liveliest, the face of a cavalier who’d entered through the door leading to his garden and who had just addressed the drinkers upstairs. This man was mustering troops and giving commands. “Mordioux!” D’Artagnan thought, “I was right; I know that man—it’s Menneville. What’s he doing here?”

A rumbling sound, growing clearer, broke his train of thought and drew his attention elsewhere. It signaled the approach of the condemned, led by a strong detachment of archers marching ahead as they reached the corner of the arcade.

The whole crowd howled together, their voices fusing in one massive roar. D’Artagnan noticed Raoul growing pale and gave him a hearty slap on the shoulder. The men tending the fire turned, curious about the commotion.

“The condemned are here,” D’Artagnan said.

“That’s good,” they replied, stoking the fire with even more energy.

D’Artagnan watched them uneasily; it was clear these fire-builders, so passionately busy for no clear purpose, had some disturbing plans.

The condemned appeared in the Place, led by the executioner and flanked by fifty archers forming a double wall. Both the condemned and the executioner wore black, their faces pale but determined. They craned their necks as if eager for a glimpse over the crowd’s heads, stretching on tiptoe at every step. D’Artagnan noticed. “Mordioux!” he exclaimed, “they’re in a hurry for the gibbet!” Raoul stepped back, unable to look away.

Terror has a charm all its own. “To the death! To the death!” cried fifty thousand voices. “Yes; to the death!” shrieked a hundred frenzied followers, as if the entire mob was echoing them. “To the rope! To the rope!” shouted the crowd; “Long live the king!”

“Well,” D’Artagnan muttered, “this is something; I’d have thought it was M. Colbert who had them hanged.”

Just then, a great wave surged in the throng, forcing the condemned to halt. A group of bold and determined people, whom D’Artagnan had noticed earlier, pushed forward, so eager they were nearly thrown into the line of archers. The procession moved on, but soon, amid shouts of “Vive Colbert!” that group, carefully watched by D’Artagnan, rushed the escort, which couldn’t hold them back. Behind them, the mob surged and chaos broke out, turning the scene into a nightmare of violence.

Now, the air was filled not with hopeful or joyful cries but screams of pain. Halberds came down on men, swords pierced bodies, and muskets fired into the crowd. The confusion became so great that D’Artagnan couldn’t follow it anymore. Then, in that chaos, something clear emerged—a focused intention, a strong will. The condemned, grabbed from the guards, were being dragged toward the house of L’Image-de-Notre-Dame. As they were pulled along, the crowd shouted, “Vive Colbert!” The mob hesitated, unsure whom to attack: archers or the rescuers.

What stopped them was the echo of “Vive Colbert!”—after which came a fresh shout: “No rope! No rope! To the fire! To the fire! Burn the thieves! Burn the extortioners!” The rallying cry, repeated in unison, struck deep and caught fire with enthusiasm.

The people had come to watch an execution and now had the chance to carry it out themselves. Nothing could have been more tempting to the crowd. They rallied to support the instigators, swelling their numbers until the minority’s shout became the voice of the majority: “Yes, yes! Burn the thieves! Long live Colbert!”

“Mordioux!” D’Artagnan cried, “this




Chapter LXIV: The Difference D’Artagnan Discovers Between the Intendant and the Superintendent

Monsieur Colbert lived on Rue Neuve des Petits-Champs, in a house that had once belonged to Beautru. D’Artagnan covered the distance in only a quarter of an hour. Upon arriving at the new favorite’s residence, he found the courtyard bustling with archers and police officers, all eager either to congratulate him or offer their apologies, depending on whether he chose to praise or blame them.

The instinct for flattery is instinctive in those in difficult circumstances; they are as aware of it as a wild animal is of sounds and scents. These men, or their leader, sensed that M. Colbert might enjoy hearing his name spoken during the incident that morning. D’Artagnan arrived just as the chief of the watch was giving his report. He positioned himself near the door, behind the archers. Despite Colbert’s efforts to resist and the severity of his bushy eyebrows, the officer pulled him aside for a private conversation.

“In case,” he said, “you truly wanted the people to act against the two traitors, it would have been wise to inform us. For, while we regret displeasing you or undermining your plans, we still had our orders to carry out.”

“Fool!” Colbert snapped, shaking his black hair like a wild mane. “What are you implying? That I could have anticipated a riot? Are you mad or drunk?”

“But, monsieur, they shouted ‘Vive Colbert!’” the nervous watchman protested. “It was just a handful of conspirators—”

“No, no; it was a full crowd.”

“Ah! Indeed,” Colbert replied, his tone changing. A multitude of voices rose up, shouting, “Vive Colbert!” Are you sure about what you’re saying, monsieur?”

“We could do nothing else but listen—or rather, block it out, the shouting was so loud.”

“And this was from the people, the real people?”

“Yes, monsieur; but these real people overpowered us.”

“Ah, very well,” Colbert replied, deep in thought. “So you believe it was only the people who wanted to burn the condemned?”

“Oh, yes, monsieur.”

“That does change things. You put up a strong resistance, then?”

“We lost three of our men, crushed to death, monsieur.”

“But you didn’t kill anyone yourselves?”

“Monsieur, a few of the rioters were left in the square, and one among them was no ordinary man.”

“Who was he?”

“A certain Menneville, who has long been under police suspicion.”

“Menneville!” Colbert exclaimed. “You mean the one who killed the man from Rue de la Huchette, the fellow who just wanted a fat fowl?”

“Yes, monsieur; that’s the one.”

“And did this Menneville also shout, ‘Vive Colbert’?”

Louder than anyone; he acted like a madman.”

Colbert’s face darkened; his brows drew together. The ambitious light that had shone in his eyes was snuffed out, like the glow of fireflies trampled in the grass.

“Then you’re saying,” the deceived intendant continued, “that the action came from the people? Menneville was my enemy; I would have had him hanged, and he knew it well. Menneville was connected to the Abbe Fouquet—the whole matter came from Fouquet; isn’t it widely known that the condemned were his childhood friends?”

“That’s true,” D’Artagnan thought, “and now I have no more doubts. I repeat: Monsieur Fouquet may be called whatever they like, but he is truly a gentleman.”

“And,” Colbert pressed on, “are you absolutely certain Menneville is dead?”

D’Artagnan sensed it was time for him to enter the conversation. “Absolutely, monsieur,” he said, stepping forward abruptly.

“Oh! It’s you, Monsieur?” asked Colbert.

“In person,” the musketeer replied, making his words intentional. “It seems you had quite the adversary in Menneville.”

“It was not I, Monsieur, who had an enemy,” Colbert shot back. “It was the king.”

“Double brute!” D’Artagnan thought, amazed by Colbert’s effort to pose as a great man while being a hypocrite. “Well,” he continued, addressing Colbert, “I’m pleased to have rendered such a service to the king. Will you yourself inform His Majesty, Monsieur l’Intendant?”

“What commission are you assigning me? What do you want me to tell His Majesty?” Colbert answered curtly, his tone edged with irritation.

“I give you no commission,” D’Artagnan replied, staying as calm as he always did when bantering. “I only thought it would be simple for you to tell His Majesty I happened to be there and took justice into my own hands with Menneville, restoring order.”

Colbert raised an eyebrow and looked at the chief of the watch, who nodded in confirmation. “Ah! It is indeed true that this gentleman saved us.”

“Why didn’t you tell me earlier, Monsieur, if you came to say this?” said Colbert, envy starting to edge into his voice. “Everything is clear now, and the credit is more yours than anyone else’s.”

“You are mistaken, Monsieur l’Intendant. I didn’t come here just to tell you that.”

“Still, it is an impressive thing you did.”

“Oh!” the musketeer replied casually, “constant practice dulls the senses.”

“Then, what brings me the honor of your visit?”

“Only this: the king ordered me to come to you.”

“Ah!” Colbert said, regaining his composure as D’Artagnan pulled a paper out of his pocket. “Is it to request some funds from me?”

“Precisely, Monsieur.”

“Please, wait until I finish this report from the watch,” Colbert said.

D’Artagnan turned on his heel, a trace of insolence in his movement. Facing Colbert as he completed his first turn, he bowed deeply, almost clownishly. Then, with a quick leap, he headed toward the door.

Colbert was startled by this obvious rudeness, a type of behavior to which he was not used. Usually, men of the sword who came to his office were so desperate for funds that, for all their apparent impatience, they stood as if rooted to the marble floor. Was D’Artagnan going straight to the king? Would he report the way he was received, or describe his daring actions? This was something Colbert had to consider seriously. In any case, it was ill-timed to dismiss D’Artagnan, whether he came from the king or on his own.

The musketeer had just provided too great a service, a service still fresh, to be simply brushed aside. So Colbert decided to swallow his pride and called D’Artagnan back. “Hey! Monsieur d’Artagnan,” he called, “are you leaving me like this?”

D’Artagnan turned. “Why not?” he answered matter-of-factly. “We have nothing more to say, do we?”

“But you have money to collect—as your order states.”

“Who, me? Oh!”

“Certainly, my dear Monsieur Colbert.”

“But, monsieur, you have an order. Just as you deliver a sword-thrust if needed, I also execute orders when a request is made. Please, present yours.”

“It’s pointless, my dear Monsieur Colbert,” D’Artagnan replied, inwardly delighted at Colbert’s confusion. “My order is already paid.”

“Paid? By whom?”

“By monsieur le surintendant.”

Colbert’s face went pale. “Explain yourself,” he said, almost whispering. “If you were paid, why are you showing me this note?”

“Because of that word ‘order’ you mentioned so cleverly just now, dear M. Colbert. The king told me to take a quarter of the pension he kindly gave me.”

“From me?” Colbert asked, suspicious.

“Not exactly. The king told me, ‘Go to M. Fouquet; the superintendent might be out of money. If so, you can collect it from M. Colbert.’”

For a moment, M. Colbert’s face lit up, but his unfortunate features resembled a stormy sky—sometimes bright, sometimes clouded, depending on whether the lightning flashed or the clouds gathered. “So, was there money in the superintendent’s coffers?” he asked.

“Why, yes, he certainly isn’t lacking,” D’Artagnan replied. “One must think so, since M. Fouquet didn’t just pay me a single quarter or five thousand livres—”

“A quarter or five thousand livres!” Colbert repeated, amazed at such generosity to a soldier. “That would make your whole pension twenty thousand livres!”

“Exactly, M. Colbert. Peste! You calculate like old Pythagoras; yes, twenty thousand livres.”

“That’s ten times the salary of an intendant of finances. My compliments to you,” said Colbert, with a sly smile.

“Oh!” exclaimed D’Artagnan, “the king even apologized for giving me such a small sum and promised he’d make it up to me when he was richer. However, I must go—I have a lot to do—”

“So, even though the king expected otherwise, the superintendent did pay you?”

“Just as, despite the king’s will, you refused me.”

“I never refused, monsieur; I only asked you to wait. But M. Fouquet gave you your five thousand livres?”

“Yes, as you could have; but he went further, M. Colbert.”

“And how so?”

“He kindly gave me the full amount, saying his chests are always full for the king.”

“The full amount! M. Fouquet gave you twenty thousand livres, not just five?”

“Yes, monsieur.”

“And why?”

“To spare me the trouble of returning three more times to the superintendent’s chest. So I now have the full twenty thousand livres in my pocket, all shiny new coins.”

“You see now that I can leave without needing you and only came here for appearances,” D’Artagnan said, slapping his pocket. His laugh showed thirty-two dazzling teeth, as white as those of a young man of twenty-five, as if saying, “Serve us up thirty-two little Colberts, and we’ll chew them gladly.” The serpent is as bold as the lion, and the hawk as brave as the eagle—this cannot be argued. Only truly cowardly creatures show courage only in self-defense. Colbert, however, was not threatened by D’Artagnan’s brilliant smile. He quickly composed himself and said, “Monsieur, monsieur le surintendant has done something he had no right to do.”

“What do you mean by that?” D’Artagnan asked.

“I mean that your note—may I see it?”

“Of course, here it is.”

Colbert snatched the paper eagerly, a move D’Artagnan noticed with anxiety and some regret for handing it over. “Well, monsieur, the royal note says: ‘At sight, I command that there be paid to M.

“d’Artagnan, the sum of five thousand livres, which is a quarter of the pension provided.”

“So it is written,” D’Artagnan replied, calmly.

“Very well; the king owed you five thousand livres. Why, then, did you receive more?”

“Because there was more to give, and M. Fouquet was willing to. That concerns nobody else.”

“It’s understandable,” Colbert said, with a superior air, “that you may not know the details of state finance. But tell me, monsieur, if you owed a thousand livres, what would you do?”

“I never owe a thousand livres,” D’Artagnan responded.

Colbert, now irritated, insisted, “Again, if you owed a sum, wouldn’t you just pay what you owe?”

“That only proves,” D’Artagnan countered, “that you have your own methods in finance, while M. Fouquet has his.”

“Mine, monsieur, are the correct ones.”

“I do not dispute that.”

“And you have accepted what was not owed you.”

D’Artagnan’s eyes narrowed slightly. “You mean, not what is not owed, but what is not yet owed me, M. Colbert.”

Colbert had no reply to this clever remark. “You owe fifteen thousand livres to the public treasury,” he said, unable to hide his jealousy.

“Then put it down as a credit in my name,” D’Artagnan replied, with irony.

“Not possible, monsieur.”

“Well then, what are you going to do? You’re not taking my coins, are you?”

“They must be returned to my treasury.”

“I?

“Oh! Monsieur Colbert, don’t count on that.”

“The king wants his money, monsieur.”

“And I, monsieur, want the king’s money.”

“That may be so, but you must return this.”

“Not a coin. I have always believed that in your accounting business, as you call it, a good cashier neither gives nor takes money back.”

“Well then, monsieur, we’ll see what the king has to say. I’ll show him this note as proof that M. Fouquet not only pays what’s not owed, but also fails to keep a legal receipt for sums he has paid.”

“Ah! So that’s why you wanted that paper, M. Colbert!”

Colbert did not notice the threatening tone with which his name was pronounced. “You’ll see soon enough what I’ll do with it,” he said, brandishing the note.

“Oh!” D’Artagnan exclaimed, swiftly plucking the note from Colbert’s hand. “Perfectly clear, Monsieur Colbert; I don’t need to wait.” He crumpled the paper.

“Monsieur, monsieur!” Colbert protested, “this is violence!”

“Nonsense! Don’t be so particular about a soldier’s manners!” D’Artagnan shot back.

“I kiss your hands, my dear M. Colbert.” With that, he stepped out, laughing at the future minister. “That one,” he muttered to himself, “was just about to become quite friendly; pity I had to cut it short.”




Chapter LXV: Philosophy of the Heart and Mind

For someone who had faced far more dangerous situations, D’Artagnan’s attitude toward M. Colbert was simply amusing. D’Artagnan couldn’t resist laughing at Monsieur l’Intendant’s expense as he walked from the Rue des Petits-Champs to the Rue des Lombards. It had been ages since he’d enjoyed such a hearty laugh. He was still chuckling when Planchet appeared at his doorstep, laughing as well. Since D’Artagnan’s return and the recent influx of English guineas, Planchet had spent most of his days in the same cheerful mood, enjoying the happiness D’Artagnan had so recently discovered.

“You’re home, then, my dear master?” Planchet asked.

“No, my friend,” replied the musketeer with a grin. “I’m heading out again and must be quick about it. I’ll have supper with you, sleep for five hours, and by dawn I’ll be back in the saddle.”

“Has my horse had an extra feed?”

“Ah, my dear master,” Planchet answered, “you know your horse is the pride of the family. My lads pamper him all day long, giving him sugar, nuts, and biscuits. You ask if he’s had an extra feed of oats—maybe you should be asking if he’s had enough to burst!”

“Very well, Planchet, that’s settled. Now, what about supper?”

“Ready and waiting. A steaming roast joint, white wine, crayfish, and freshly picked cherries. Everything is prepared, my master.”

“You’re a gem, Planchet. Let’s eat, and then I’ll get to bed.”

As they sat down to supper, D’Artagnan noticed Planchet repeatedly rubbing his forehead, as if trying to coax a stubborn thought from his mind. He looked at his loyal companion with a mix of fondness and nostalgia. Clinking glasses, he said, “Come, Planchet, let’s hear what’s troubling you. Mordioux! Speak freely and quickly.”

“Well, it’s this,” Planchet replied. “It looks like you’re preparing for some sort of expedition.”

“I won’t deny it.”

“Then you have a new idea?”

“That’s possible too, Planchet.”

“Does that mean there’s fresh capital to be invested? I’d be willing to stake fifty thousand livres on the idea you’re about to pursue.” Planchet’s excitement was clear as he rubbed his hands together.

“Planchet,” D’Artagnan said, “there’s just one misfortune in all this.”

“And what’s that?”

“The idea isn’t mine. I can’t risk anything on it.”

These words drew a deep sigh from deep within Planchet’s heart.

Greed is a fervent adviser; it tempts its victim, much as Satan tempted Jesus, by leading him up a high mountain. Once she has shown the unfortunate soul all the kingdoms of the earth, she can rest easy, knowing that her companion, Envy, will gnaw at his heart. Planchet had tasted the allure of easily acquired riches, and he was unlikely to restrain his desires thereafter. Yet, despite his greed, he had a good heart and deep admiration for D’Artagnan. This affection led him to offer a thousand heartfelt suggestions, each more earnest than the last. Still, he couldn’t help but long for a glimpse into the secret his master protected so closely; all his tricks and schemes were in vain, as D’Artagnan shared none of his confidences.

The evening passed in this way. After supper, D’Artagnan busied himself with his portmanteau, took a stroll to the stable, patted his horse, and inspected its shoes and legs. After counting his money, he went to bed, sleeping soundly—as if still twenty years old—free from anxiety or regret. He closed his eyes five minutes after extinguishing his lamp. Still, there were plenty of reasons that could have kept him awake.

Thoughts swirled in D’Artagnan’s mind, and guesses were plentiful. He was known for his skill at making predictions, yet with the calm that so often serves men of action better than genius, he postponed thinking things through until the next day. He feared that overthinking might dull his edge when he would need it most.

The day arrived, and the Rue des Lombards basked in the soft light of dawn. D’Artagnan rose with the sun, careful not to wake anyone. He tucked his portmanteau under his arm and went down the stairs quietly, avoiding the creaks that might disturb the deep sleep extending from garret to cellar. After saddling his horse and securely locking both the stable and house doors, he set off at a relaxed pace for his journey to Bretagne.

He had chosen well in not becoming tangled in the political and diplomatic matters demanding his attention. In the fresh morning light and soft twilight, his thoughts flowed freely and abundantly. As he rode, he passed by Fouquet’s house and dropped the precious order into a large, open box—an order he had worked hard to reclaim from the intendant’s grasp the previous evening.

Placed into an envelope and addressed to Fouquet, the message was overlooked by Planchet, who was usually as talented at divining secrets as Calchas or the Pythian Apollo. By returning the order to Fouquet, D’Artagnan ensured he remained unburdened and free from self-reproach. Having finished this necessary act, he thought to himself, “Now, let’s breathe in the fresh air of freedom, let ourselves feel health and vigor, and let Zephyr—the horse whose sides heave as if breathing in the very atmosphere—catch his breath. It’s time,” D’Artagnan declared, “to devise a battle plan. Like M. Turenne, who is known for shrewd strategy, it’s wise to first draw a vivid outline of our opponents.”

“First and foremost, M. Fouquet comes forward. Who is M. Fouquet?” D’Artagnan mused, “M. Fouquet is a striking man, adored by women; a generous soul, praised by poets; a man of wit, despised by pretenders. But I am neither a woman, a poet, nor a pretender. I neither love nor hate Monsieur le Surintendant.”

I find myself in a position reminiscent of M. Turenne when he faced the Prince de Condé at Jargeau, Gien, and the Faubourg Saint-Antoine. Though Turenne did not curse the prince, he remained loyal to the king. The prince is undeniably charming, but the king has the final authority. Turenne sighed deeply, called Condé “My cousin,” and moved his troops aside. So, what does the king want? That’s not my concern. Now, what does M. Colbert want? Ah, that’s something else. M. Colbert wants everything that M. Fouquet does not wish. Then what does M. Fouquet want? Ah, that is serious. M. Fouquet wants precisely what the king wants.”

As this inner monologue ended, D’Artagnan let out a laugh and cracked his whip in the air. He was already on the main road, startling the birds in the hedgerows, listening to the coins jingling and dancing in his leather pocket with every step. And to be honest: whenever D’Artagnan was in such a situation, sentimentality was not his dominant feeling. “Come,” he said, “I can’t imagine this expedition will be very dangerous. It will turn out just like the play M. Monk took me to see in London—‘Much Ado About Nothing,’ I believe it was called.”




Chapter LXVI: The Journey

It was perhaps the fiftieth time since the beginning of this story that this man, with a heart of bronze and muscles of steel, had left behind his home and friends—everything, truly—to seek out fortune and death. The former—that is, death—had always eluded him, as if it feared his presence; while the latter—that is, fortune—had only recently begun to show him favor.

Even if he wasn’t a philosopher like Epicurus or Socrates, D’Artagnan possessed a powerful spirit, full of life experience and thought. No one could be as brave,




Chapter LXVII: How D’Artagnan Became Acquainted with a Poet

Before taking his seat at the table, D’Artagnan, as was his custom, tried to gather as much information as possible. It is a well-known truth that anyone who wants to ask insightful questions must first be willing to answer them. D’Artagnan set out, as usual, to find a promising conversation partner at the inn of La Roche-Bernard. At that moment, two travelers occupied the first floor, either preparing for supper or already beginning their meal. D’Artagnan had noticed their horses in the stable and their carriages in the dining area. One of the travelers was accompanied by a lackey and was clearly a person of some standing; he rode two Perche mares—sleek, sturdy animals well-suited for travel. The other was a slight man with a modest appearance, wearing a dusty overcoat, soiled linen, and boots that had seen more pavement than stirrup. He had arrived from Nantes with a cart pulled by a horse so similar in color to Furet that D’Artagnan felt he could have traveled a hundred miles without finding a better match. The cart was loaded with various large packages wrapped in tattered cloth.

“That traveler over there,” D’Artagnan thought to himself, “is just the man I need. He’s a perfect fit; I should do my best to impress him. M. Agnan, with his gray doublet and worn calotte, is hardly worthy of sharing a meal with a gentleman in old boots and an even older horse.”

With that in mind, D’Artagnan called for the host and asked him to send his teal, tourteau, and cider up to the modestly dressed gentleman’s room. He then climbed the wooden staircase, carrying a plate, and knocked on the door. “Come in!” came the reply from the stranger. D’Artagnan entered, a friendly smile on his lips, his plate tucked under one arm, his hat in one hand, and a candle in the other.

“Excuse me, monsieur,” he began, “I find myself in the same situation as you—a traveler in an unfamiliar place. I don’t know anyone at this inn, and I have a rather unfortunate habit of losing my appetite when I dine alone. As a result, my meals seem unsatisfying and don’t nourish me. When I saw your face earlier, as you came down to have some oysters opened, I felt a certain warmth. I also noticed that your horse looks strikingly similar to mine, and the host has, probably because of this resemblance, placed them side by side in the stable, where they seem to get along very well. So, I see no reason why we, as their masters, should remain apart while our horses enjoy each other’s company. Therefore, I humbly ask if I may join you at your table. My name is Agnan, at your service, monsieur. I am the steward for a wealthy lord who wants to purchase some salt mines in this area, and I’ve been sent to assess his potential acquisitions.”

“Honestly, monsieur, I would be quite pleased if my appearance suited you as yours does me; for, upon my honor, I am entirely at your service.”

The stranger, whom D’Artagnan was seeing for the first time—having only caught a brief glimpse before—had striking black eyes, a yellow complexion, and a brow slightly furrowed with the experience of fifty years. His features radiated a certain warmth, but there was also a glint of cunning in his gaze. “One might think,” D’Artagnan mused, “that this cheerful fellow has only exercised the upper part of his head—his eyes and brain. He must be a man of intellect; his mouth, nose, and chin reveal nothing in particular.”

“Monsieur,” the man replied, with whom we have become so familiar, “you honor me greatly; not that I am ever bored, for I have,” he added with a smile, “company that always entertains me. But never mind that—I am pleased to welcome you.” As he spoke, however, the man in worn boots cast a wary glance at his table, which now lacked oysters, leaving only a scrap of salted bacon.

“Monsieur,” D’Artagnan quickly added, “the host is bringing me a delicious roasted poultry and a splendid tourteau.” D’Artagnan had noticed the fleeting look of concern on his companion’s face—the fear of an unwelcome interruption—and he had judged rightly. At this, the modestly dressed man’s features relaxed, and just as D’Artagnan finished speaking, the host appeared with the promised dishes. The tourteau and the teal were placed alongside the remaining bit of broiled bacon. D’Artagnan and his guest bowed, sat down across from each other, and, like brothers, shared the bacon and other dishes.

“Monsieur,” D’Artagnan said, “you must admit that companionship is a marvelous thing.”

“How is that?” responded the stranger, his mouth full. D’Artagnan continued, “Let me explain.” The stranger paused to listen more closely. “First of all,” D’Artagnan said, “instead of just one candle each, we now have two.”

“That’s true!” the stranger exclaimed, impressed by the simple observation. “And I see that you prefer my tourteau, while I, for my part, prefer your bacon.”

“Indeed, that’s true again.”

“Not only are we better lit and eating what we like, but I also get to enjoy your company.”

“Truly, monsieur, you are quite jovial,” the stranger replied cheerfully. “Yes, monsieur; cheerful, like all those who carry nothing on their minds—or, for that matter, in their heads.”

“Oh! I can see that’s not the case with you,” D’Artagnan replied. “I can read all sorts of talent in your eyes.”

“Oh, monsieur!”

“Come now, confess to one thing.”

“What is that?”

“That you are a learned man.”

“Ma foi! monsieur.”

“Excuse me?”

“Almost.”

“Then, out with it!”

“I am an author.”

“There!” D’Artagnan exclaimed, clapping his hands. “I knew it! I couldn’t be mistaken! It’s amazing!”

“Monsieur—”

“What? Will I have the honor of spending the evening with an author? Maybe even a famous one?”

“Oh!” said the stranger, blushing. “Famous, monsieur, isn’t quite the word.”

“Modest!” D’Artagnan said, delighted. “He is modest!” Then, turning to the stranger with friendly candor, he asked, “But do tell me the titles of your works, monsieur; you must realize you haven’t told me your name, and I had to guess at your talent.”

“My name is Jupenet, monsieur,” the author replied. “A fine name! A splendid name!”

“Upon my honor, I don’t know why—please forgive me if I’m wrong—but I believe I’ve heard that name before.”

“I’ve written some verses,” the poet answered modestly.

“Ah! That must be it; I’ve heard them recited.”

“A tragedy?”

“I must have seen it performed.”

The poet blushed again and said, “I don’t think that’s possible, as none of my verses have ever been published.”

“Then it must have been the tragedy that made me remember your name.”

“You’re mistaken again. The comedians at the Hôtel de Bourgogne had nothing to do with it,” the poet said with a smile that only a certain kind of pride could express. D’Artagnan bit his lip.

“So you see, monsieur,” the poet continued, “you’re mistaken about me. Since I’m not at all known to you, you couldn’t have heard of me.”

“Ah! That name, Jupenet, truly troubles me. Yet, I must say, it’s a fine name—just as worthy as those of MM. Corneille, Rotrou, or Garnier. I hope, monsieur, you will kindly share a bit of your tragedy with me soon, perhaps as a treat after dinner. That would be like sugared roast meat—mordioux! Ah!

“Pardon me, monsieur,” he said, “that was a little oath that slipped out—it’s a habit of my lord and master. I sometimes indulge in it myself, as it seems to have a certain charm. I only do so when he’s not present, of course, as you can imagine in his presence… But really, monsieur, this cider is dreadful, don’t you think? And the pot is shaped so oddly that it won’t even sit properly on the table.”

“Shall we try to even it up?”

“Certainly, but with what?”

“With this knife.”

“And the teal—how shall we cut that? Surely you’re not suggesting we touch the teal, are you?”

“Absolutely.”

“Well then—”

“Hold on.”

The poet rummaged through his pocket and produced a small piece of brass—oblong, rectangular, about a line thick and an inch and a half long. But as soon as he brought out the brass, the poet realized his blunder and, almost by reflex, started to return it to his pocket.

D’Artagnan noticed immediately; nothing escaped his sharp eye. He reached toward the brass. “Hmm, that’s an interesting item you have there. May I look at it?”

“Certainly,” replied the poet, who now seemed almost too ready to hand it over. “You can study it all you like, but,” he added with a self-satisfied smile, “unless I tell you what it is, you’ll never guess its purpose.”

D’Artagnan took the poet’s quick attempt to hide the brass as a confession of its importance, and was now very curious. Adopting the careful manner that gave him the upper hand in any situation, D’Artagnan watched as M. Jupenet immediately recognized the object.

“Can you guess what this is?” the poet asked.

“No,” D’Artagnan answered, “no, ma foi!”

“Well, monsieur,” M. Jupenet said, “this little piece of metal is a printing letter.”

“Bah!”

“A capital letter.”

“Wait, wait, wait,” D’Artagnan said, acting innocent and opening his eyes wide. “Yes, monsieur, a capital—the first letter of my name.”

“And this is a letter, is it?”

“Yes, monsieur.”

“Well, I admit something to you.”

“And what is that?”

“No, I won’t say it; I almost said something silly.”

“No, no,” Master Jupenet interjected with a patronizing smile.

“Well, if that’s a letter, I don’t see how you can make a word from it.”

“A word?”

“Yes, a printed word.”

“Oh, that’s easy.”

“Show me.”

“Are you interested?”

“Very much so.”

“Alright, then. Let me explain. Watch closely.”

“I’m all ears.”

“This is how it’s done.”

“Good.”

“Now, look.”

“I am.” D’Artagnan seemed deeply interested. Jupenet took seven or eight more small pieces of brass from his pocket.

“Ah, ah,” D’Artagnan exclaimed. “What’s all this?”

“You have a whole printing press in your pocket! Peste!”

“That is quite remarkable, indeed.”

“Isn’t it?”

“Good heavens, how much we learn just by traveling.”

“To your health!” exclaimed Jupenet, clearly delighted.

“To yours, mordioux, to yours. But—not with this cider. It’s a dreadful drink, unworthy of a man who drinks from the Hippocrene fountain—isn’t that what you poets call it?”

“Yes, monsieur, that is what it’s called. It comes from two Greek words—hippos, meaning horse, and—”

“Monsieur,” D’Artagnan interrupted, “you shall drink a beverage that comes from a French word, and is all the better for it—grape. This cider gives me heartburn. Allow me to ask your host if there’s a good bottle of Beaugency or perhaps some Ceran vintage tucked away in the cellar.”

The host was summoned and appeared at once.

“Monsieur,” the poet interrupted, “be careful—we won’t have time to enjoy the wine if we don’t hurry. I need to catch the tide to get the boat.”

“What boat?” D’Artagnan asked.

“The one for Belle-Isle.”

“Ah, for Belle-Isle,” the musketeer nodded approvingly.

“Bah! You have plenty of time, monsieur,” the hotelier said, uncorking the bottle. “The boat doesn’t leave for another hour.”

“But who will let me know?” the poet asked.

“Your fellow traveler will,” the host replied.

“But I hardly know him.”

“When you hear him leaving, that’s your cue to go.”

“He’s also going to Belle-Isle?”

“Yes.”

“The traveler with a lackey?” D’Artagnan asked. “He must be a gentleman, then?”

“I know nothing about him,” the hotelier said.

“What? You know nothing about him?”

“No, all I can say is that he’s drinking the same wine as you.”

“Peste! That’s quite an honor for us,” D’Artagnan said, filling his companion’s glass as the host stepped out.

“So,” the poet continued, returning to his explanation, “you’ve never seen printing done?”

“Never.”

“Well, look at these letters that make the word. You see: A, B; ma foi! Here’s an R, two E’s, and then a G.” He quickly arranged the letters with a skill that wasn’t lost on D’Artagnan. “Abrege,” he stated as he finished.

“Good!” D’Artagnan replied. “You’ve gathered quite a few letters, but how do you keep them together?” He poured a second glass for the poet. M. Jupenet smiled the kind of smile that says he has an answer for everything. Then, from his pocket, he produced a small metal ruler, made of two sections like a carpenter’s rule, and used it to align the characters and hold them steady under his left thumb.

“What do you call that little metal ruler?” D’Artagnan asked. “I suppose all these tools have names.”

“This is called a composing stick,” Jupenet replied. “It’s what we use to form the lines.”

“Ah, so I was right after all; you have a press in your pocket,” D’Artagnan said, laughing with such naïve simplicity that the poet was completely taken in.

“No,” Jupenet replied, “but I’m too lazy to write. When a verse comes to me, I print it immediately. It saves me the trouble.”

“Mordioux!” D’Artagnan thought. “This must be looked into more closely.” Pretending he needed a moment, he left the table. Moving with his natural quickness, he went downstairs, hurried to the shed where the poet’s cart was parked, and poked the tip of his poniard into the cloth wrapping one of the packages. Inside, he found it full of type, just like what the poet had in his pocket.

“Humph!” D’Artagnan thought. “I still don’t know if M. Fouquet is planning to fortify Belle-Isle, but at least I’ve found some intellectual ammunition for the castle.” Pleased with his discovery, he hurried back upstairs and returned to the table. D’Artagnan now knew what he needed to know.

He remained at the table with his companion until they heard signs in the next room indicating someone was about to leave. The printer suddenly sprang to his feet, having already ordered his horse to be brought around. His cart was ready at the door. The second traveler mounted his horse in the courtyard, accompanied by his servant. D’Artagnan followed Jupenet to the door, helping him load his cart and horse onto the boat. Meanwhile, the wealthy traveler did the same with his two horses and servant.

But for all the skill D’Artagnan used to try to discover the man’s name, he learned nothing. He did, however, take note of the man’s features, which he remembered for the rest of his life. D’Artagnan had a strong urge to join the two travelers, but an even stronger desire for success led him back from the shore and into the inn. With a sigh, he went inside and went straight to bed, hoping to wake up refreshed, full of new ideas, and strengthened by a good night’s sleep.




Chapter LXVIII: D’Artagnan Continues His Investigations

At daybreak, D’Artagnan saddled up Furet, who had eaten well through the night, devouring the leftover oats and hay from his companions. The musketeer tried to get as much information as he could from the innkeeper, who proved clever, suspicious, and entirely devoted to M. Fouquet. To avoid arousing suspicion, D’Artagnan kept up his cover as a potential buyer of salt mines. Setting out for Belle-Isle from Roche-Bernard would draw even more attention, and he was wary of any remarks that might be passed along to the castle. It was also strange that the traveler and his servant still remained a mystery to D’Artagnan, though he had asked the innkeeper many questions and the man seemed quite familiar with them.

The musketeer inquired about the salt mines before heading for the marshes, keeping the sea to his right as he entered a vast, lonely plain, a muddy expanse dotted here and there with shining peaks of salt. Furet moved nimbly along the narrow causeways that divided the salt mines, his little legs carrying him with great energy. D’Artagnan, understanding the cost of a fall—a frigid bath—allowed him some freedom, content to gaze ahead at the three rocks jutting up like lance points on the horizon.

The towns of Piriac, Batz, and Le Croisic, all much alike, caught his eye. Turning to get a better view, he spotted three steeples on the opposite horizon: Guérande, Le Pouliguen, and Saint-Joachim, standing like a set of skittles, with him and Furet as wandering balls. Piriac was the first small port that appeared on his right.

He made his way there, recalling the names of the leading salters. As he arrived at Piriac, he saw five large barges, heavily loaded with stone, setting out to sea. D’Artagnan found it strange that stones were being exported from a place that had none. He turned to the ever-polite M. Agnan, hoping to learn something from the locals about this odd occurrence. An old fisherman answered M. Agnan’s questions.

Agnan pointed out that the stones certainly didn’t come from Piriac or the marshes. “Then where do they come from?” asked the musketeer. “Monsieur, they come from Nantes and Paimboeuf.”

“And where are they headed?”

“Monsieur, to Belle-Isle.”

“Ah! ah!” D’Artagnan replied, in the same tone he used when expressing interest to the printer; “are they building something at Belle-Isle then?”

“Well, yes, monsieur. M. Fouquet has the castle walls repaired every year.”

“So, it’s in ruins then?”

“It’s very old.”

“Thank you.”

D’Artagnan thought to himself, “It’s only natural; every owner has the right to look after his property. It would be like saying I was fortifying the Image-de-Notre-Dame when all I was doing was necessary repairs.”

“Truly, I believe false reports have reached His Majesty; he must be misinformed.”

“You must agree,” he continued, turning again to the fisherman—his suspicions sharpened by the very nature of his mission—“you must admit, my good man, that these stones travel in a rather curious way.”

“How’s that?” replied the fisherman. “They come from Nantes or Paimboeuf along the Loire, don’t they?”

“With the tide.”

“That’s convenient, I won’t say otherwise; but why don’t they go from Saint-Nazaire straight to Belle-Isle?”

“Ah, because the chalands—those barges—are riverboats and don’t hold up at sea,” the fisherman explained.

“That alone doesn’t seem enough of a reason.”

“Pardon me, monsieur, but it’s clear you’ve never sailed,” the fisherman added, with a note of disdain. “Please, explain. It seems to me that going from Paimboeuf to Piriac and then Piriac to Belle-Isle is no different from going from Roche-Bernard to Nantes and then Nantes to Piriac.”

“By water, that would indeed be the shortest route,” the fisherman replied evenly.

“But isn’t there a bend in that route?”

The fisherman shook his head.

“The shortest distance between two points is a straight line,” D’Artagnan pressed.

“But you’re forgetting about the tide, monsieur.”

“Well, let’s factor in the tide.”

“And the wind.”

“Well, the wind too.”

“Of course; the Loire’s current brings boats almost to Croisic. If the crew needs a break, they can pull in at Piriac along the coast. From Piriac there’s another current that carries them to the Isle-Dumal, two and a half leagues away.”

“Fair enough.”

“From that isle, the Vilaine’s current pushes them toward another, the Isle of Hoedic.”

“I can accept that.”

“Well, monsieur, from there to Belle-Isle, the passage is almost direct. The sea, bordered above and below, runs just like a canal—like a mirror—between those two isles; the boats glide along as smoothly as ducks on the Loire. That’s all there is to it.”

“Even so,” said the obstinate M. Agnan, “it’s a long roundabout.”

“Ah, yes, but M. Fouquet requires it,” the fisherman answered, his tone final as he removed his woolen cap at the mention of that honored name. D’Artagnan gave the old man a sharp, searching look but saw only simple trust in his eyes and a mask of calm satisfaction and indifference on his face. The fisherman spoke of M. Fouquet with the reverence one might use talking about God’s will.

D’Artagnan had already pressed this line of questioning as far as he dared. Besides, with the other vessels gone, the only boat left at Piriac was the old man’s, barely seaworthy without considerable effort.

D’Artagnan gently stroked Furet, who, in his usual charming way




Chapter LXIX: Acquaintances

D’Artagnan was about to encounter an old friend. There is always something unsettling about coming ashore, even from the smallest boat—a sense of trouble and confusion lingers, making it hard for the mind to register everything new. Shifting bridges, bustling sailors, the splash of water against pebbles, the shouts of people waiting at the pier—together they only add to the same feeling: hesitation.

It wasn’t until D’Artagnan stood on the shore for several minutes that he began to take in the busy port and, more importantly, the activity further inland. At his feet sat five barges loaded with rough stone, which he recognized as the ones he had seen leaving Piriac. Smaller stones were now being carried ashore by a group of twenty-five or thirty peasants working swiftly in a chain.

The large stones were loaded onto trolleys heading in the same direction as the others—toward a building site, the scale of which D’Artagnan could only imagine. Everywhere he looked was a hive of activity, reminiscent of what Telemachus saw on his arrival at Salentum. D’Artagnan felt a powerful urge to look closer, but knew he had to keep his curiosity in check so as not to draw attention.

He moved carefully, staying just behind the line of fishermen along the beach, observing closely but saying little. Whenever he sensed that someone caught sight of him with suspicion, he diverted attention with a trivial question or a polite nod. Meanwhile, his companions hawked their fish to the laborers and townsfolk, helping D’Artagnan blend in. With such little notice given him, he began to cast a more searching, confident eye over both the men and the port. His first glance caught certain movements in the earth that no soldier could misunderstand.

At each end of the port, two batteries had been built to create converging fields of fire along the main axis of the elliptical basin. D’Artagnan saw workmen finishing the platforms and preparing the timber halves on which the cannons would pivot and cover every possible angle. Near each battery, others were stuffing gabions full of earth, forming another battery’s lining. This one included embrasures, and the overseer rallied the men, who tied up bundles of straw and carefully cut turf into neat squares and angles to line the embrasures.

The activity suggested these projects were nearly finished. Though the cannons had not yet arrived, the platforms were ready, complete with supports and beams. The earth was tamped down, and if the guns were brought to the island, the port could be defended in just two or three days.

But what really surprised D’Artagnan, as he took in the fortifications beyond the coastal batteries, was to see Belle-Isle defended by a completely new system. He had often heard the Comte de la Fère praise this remarkable improvement, but he had never seen it in use. These fortifications did not follow the Dutch system of Marollais, nor the French method of Chevalier Antoine de Ville; they were built according to the ideas of Manesson Mallet, a skilled engineer who had left Portuguese service and joined the French crown about six or eight years before.

Instead of rising high above ground as old ramparts did, these walls were set deep into the earth. Their height was given by the depth of the surrounding ditches. D’Artagnan was quick to grasp the benefit of this system—cannonballs had little effect on such walls. Moreover, since these ditches were at or below sea level, they could be quickly flooded by underground sluices.

Besides all this, the fortifications were nearly complete. A group of workmen, under the direction of a man who appeared to be the chief, was busy laying the final stones. A temporary wooden bridge spanned the ditches, allowing barrows to cross from outside to inside. D’Artagnan, in genuine curiosity, asked if he might walk over, and was told there were no orders to stop him.

He crossed the bridge and joined the group. At the center was the man he had already noticed, who seemed to be in charge of the works. There was a plan spread out before him on a large stone he used as a table, while the crane at a little distance operated away. This overseer, who first caught D’Artagnan’s eye by his air of command, wore a grand justaucorps not at all suited to the task, which called for a master-mason’s gear, not that of a noble. He was a huge man, broad-shouldered, and wore a feathered hat. Gesticulating broadly, he seemed to be scolding the workmen for laziness, though D’Artagnan could only see his broad back.

D’Artagnan drew closer. Just then, the man with the feathers stopped gesturing and, resting his hands on his knees, stooped to watch six laborers try to hoist a hewn stone onto a timber beam to let the crane rope slip beneath it. The six men, grouped on one side, strained to lift it eight or ten inches off the ground, sweating and panting. A seventh man waited to slide a roller under it once there was space. But twice already, the stone had slipped before the right height, forcing the men to leap back to save their feet. With every drop, the stone sank deeper into the wet earth, making their job harder.

A third try fared no better; the men were losing heart. As the six strained toward the stone, the feathered man raised his voice in command: “Ferme!”—the usual order for “heave!” He straightened, exclaiming, “Oh! Oh! What’s this? Am I dealing with men made of straw?”

“Corne de boeuf! Stand aside and see how it’s done.”

“Peste!” muttered D’Artagnan. “Does he intend to lift this rock? That would be worth seeing.”

The workers stepped aside, some skeptical, others curious, except for one holding the plank ready. The big man stooped, got his hands beneath the stone, and, with immense strength, heaved one end off the ground as if it weighed nothing. The worker with the plank slid it into place. “That’s it,” said the giant, gently setting the stone on its support.

“Mordioux!” exclaimed D’Artagnan. “I know only one man with such strength.”

“Hein?” the giant replied, turning around. “Porthos!” D’Artagnan breathed, stunned. “Porthos at Belle-Isle!”

The feathered man looked at the disguised lieutenant, and, despite the changes, recognized his friend. “D’Artagnan!” he cried, his cheeks flushing. “Hush!” he quickly urged. “Hush!” echoed the musketeer. Indeed, while D’Artagnan had discovered Porthos, the reverse was also true.

Each man’s secret mission struck them at the same moment. Yet, their first impulse was to embrace warmly. What they wanted to keep hidden from others wasn’t their friendship, but who they were. But after their embrace, each paused to consider. “What could Porthos be doing at Belle-Isle lifting stones?” D’Artagnan wondered, though he asked only in a whisper. Less cautious than D’Artagnan, Porthos spoke out loud.

“How did you get to Belle-Isle?” he asked D’Artagnan. “And what brings you here?” D’Artagnan knew he couldn’t hesitate in reply. To falter before Porthos would wound his friend’s pride in a way he could never forgive.

“Pardieu! My friend, I’m in Belle-Isle because you’re here.”

“Ah, bah!” Porthos answered, stumped, trying to reason it out. “Of course,” D’Artagnan hurried on, eager to keep Porthos from thinking too much. “I went to see you at Pierrefonds.”

“Really?”

“Yes.”

“And didn’t find me there?”

“No, but I found Mouston.”

“Is he well?”

“Peste!”

“Well, I suppose Mouston didn’t tell you I was here.”

“Why would he not? Have I lost his confidence?”

“No, he simply didn’t know.”

“Well, at least that’s not an insult to me.”

“So how did you track me down?”

“My dear friend, a nobleman like you leaves a trail. I’d think little of myself if I couldn’t follow my friends.” This compliment did not quite reassure Porthos.

“But I left no trail, as I came in disguise,” he said.

“Oh? In disguise?” D’Artagnan replied, arching an eyebrow.

“Yes.”

“And what disguise was it?”

“A miller’s.”

“And do you believe, Porthos, that a noble like you could blend in well enough to fool everyone?”

“I promise you, I played my part so well everyone was fooled.”

“Indeed! So well even I didn’t see through it?”

“Yes, but then, how did you find me?”

“Just wait. I was just explaining.”

“You think—”

“Mouston—”

“Ah! It was that Mouston!” Porthos blurted out, his big eyebrows rising. “But truly, it wasn’t his fault; he just didn’t know.”

“I know, and that’s why I’m so keen to know—”

“Oh, how impatient you are, Porthos.”

“When I don’t understand, I can be very impatient.”

“Well, you will understand. Aramis wrote to you at Pierrefonds, right?”

“Yes.”

“And told you to come before the equinox.”

“That’s right.”

“Well, that solves it,” said D’Artagnan, hoping this would only puzzle Porthos further.

Porthos seemed to ponder deeply. “Yes, yes,” he said, “I see: Aramis wrote to me to come here before the equinox; so I was to join him. Then you wondered where Aramis was, and thought, ‘Wherever Aramis is, Porthos must be, too.’ You learned Aramis was in Brittany, so, you figured, ‘Porthos is there as well.’”

“Exactly so. Truly, Porthos, you should take up conjuring. So, when I arrived at Roche-Bernard, I heard of the new fortifications at Belle-Isle.”

That piqued my curiosity, so I took a fishing boat—without knowing you were here. When I reached the port, I saw a mighty fellow move a stone even Ajax couldn’t have handled. I exclaimed, ‘Only the Baron de Bracieux could do that!’ You turned, recognized me, and we embraced. And, ma foi! If you’re so inclined, we can embrace again.”

“Ah! Now everything makes sense,” Porthos cried, grabbing D’Artagnan in a hug so strong the musketeer was breathless for five minutes. “You’re stronger than ever,” D’Artagnan managed once he could speak, “and thank goodness, still friendly.” Porthos greeted him with a big smile. As D’Artagnan got his breath back, he reflected on the delicate part he would have to play.

He realized the key would be to always ask and never answer. By the time his breath returned, he had already mapped out his plans for this campaign.




Chapter LXX: Where D’Artagnan’s Thoughts Begin to Clarify

D’Artagnan took the initiative. “Now that I’ve told you everything, my dear friend—or rather, now that you’ve figured it all out—tell me, what brings you here, covered in dust and mud?”

Porthos wiped his brow and looked around with a sense of pride.

“Well,” he said, “it seems you can see what I’m doing here.”

“No doubt, no doubt—you’re lifting great stones!”

“Oh! Just to show these idle fellows what a real man can do,” Porthos replied, with a note of disdain. “But you understand—”

“Yes, it’s hardly your job to lift stones, though there are plenty who should but can’t do it like you. That was the reason for my question just now. What brings you here, Baron?”

“I’m studying topography, Chevalier.”

“You’re studying topography?”

“Yes; but you—what are you doing in that ordinary outfit?”

D’Artagnan realized too late he’d shown his surprise. Porthos pounced on the chance to ask a question himself.

“Why,” he said, “you know I’m a bourgeois, after all; my clothes aren’t surprising—they suit my station.”

“Nonsense! You’re a musketeer.”

“You’re mistaken, my friend; I’ve sent in my resignation.”

“Bah!”

“Oh, my God! Yes.”

“And you’ve left the service?”

“I’ve quit.”

“You’ve deserted the king?”

“Absolutely.”

Porthos raised his arms to the heavens, as if he’d just heard astonishing news. “Well, that surprises me,” he said. “But it’s true, all the same.”

“And what led you to such a decision?”

“The king annoyed me. Mazarin had disgusted me for some time, as you know; so I threw off my uniform.”

“But Mazarin is dead.”

“I know very well, parbleu!

At the time I left, I had already handed in my resignation, which was accepted two months before. Feeling free, I headed for Pierrefonds to visit my friend Porthos. I’d heard about your excellent way of dividing up your time, and I wanted to spend a fortnight the same way.

“My friend, you know my house is open to you not just for a fortnight, but for a year, for ten years, for life.”

“Thank you, Porthos.”

“Ah! But perhaps you’re short of money—are you?” Porthos asked, jingling what sounded like fifty louis in his pocket. “If so—”

“No, thank you; I’m not in need. I’ve given my savings to Planchet, who pays me interest on them.”

“Your savings?”

“Yes, of course,” D’Artagnan said. “Why shouldn’t I save, as anyone else would, Porthos?”

“Oh, no reason you shouldn’t; in fact, I always suspected you—well, Aramis always suspected you—of having some savings stashed away.”

As for myself, I don’t worry much about managing my household; but I suppose a musketeer’s savings can’t amount to much.”

“No doubt, especially compared to you, Porthos, who are practically a millionaire. But you can judge for yourself. I had saved up twenty-five thousand livres.”

“That’s quite a sum,” Porthos replied with a friendly smile. “And,” D’Artagnan continued, “on the twenty-eighth of last month, I added two hundred thousand livres more.”

Porthos’s eyes grew wide in amazement, silently asking, “Where on earth did you get such a fortune, my dear friend?”

“Two hundred thousand livres!” he finally exclaimed. “Yes, which, with the twenty-five I had and the twenty thousand I carry with me, makes two hundred and forty-five thousand livres.”

“But tell me, where did this fortune come from?”

“I’ll tell you everything soon, my friend. But you have plenty to share with me too, so let’s keep my story for later.”

“Bravo!” Porthos said. “So we’re both rich. But what can I have to tell you?”

“You can explain how Aramis became—”

“Ah! The Bishop of Vannes.”

“Exactly,” D’Artagnan confirmed. “The Bishop of Vannes.”

“Dear Aramis! Do you know how he managed such a rise?”

“Yes, yes; and remember, he doesn’t plan to stop there.”

“What! You mean he won’t settle for violet stockings and wants a red hat?”

“Shh! That’s already been promised to him.”

“Bah! By the king?”

“By someone even more powerful than the king.”

“Ah! The devil!”

“Porthos, you’re telling me incredible things, my friend!”

“Incredible? Isn’t there always someone in France more powerful than the king?”

“Oh, certainly. During King Louis XIII, it was Cardinal Richelieu; in the regency, Cardinal Mazarin. And now, in the time of Louis XIV, it’s—”

“Go on.”

“It’s M. Fouquet.”

“By Jupiter!”

“You’ve guessed right at once.”

“Then it’s M. Fouquet who promised Aramis the red hat?”

Porthos became reserved. “My dear friend,” he answered, “God forbid I meddle in others’ affairs, especially revealing secrets better kept. When you see Aramis, he’ll tell you what he thinks right.”

“You’re right, Porthos; you truly are a model of discretion. But let’s come back to you, shall we?”

“Yes,” Porthos said. “You said earlier you came here to study topography?”

“I did indeed.”

“Tudieu!”

“My friend, you will do great things!”

“What do you mean?”

“These fortifications are remarkable.”

“Is that really your opinion?”

“Absolutely. Belle-Isle is practically impregnable short of a formal siege.”

Porthos rubbed his hands, beaming. “That is exactly my view,” he announced. “But who has fortified this humble little place so well?”

Porthos straightened proudly. “Didn’t I tell you who?”

“No.”

“Have you no suspicions?”

“No; I only know he’s a man who’s studied every system and seems to have chosen the best.”

“Hush!” Porthos interrupted. “Think of my modesty, D’Artagnan.”

“Could it be you—who—oh!”

“Please, my dear friend—”

“You have conceived, designed, and coordinated these bastions, redans, curtains, demi-lunes; and planned that covered way?”

“I beg you—”

“You who built that lunette with its splayed angles and salient points?”

“My friend—”

“You who angled your embrasures just right to protect the men serving the cannons?”

“Eh! My God! Yes.”

“Oh!”

“Porthos, Porthos! I must bow before you—I must admire you! Yet you’ve always hidden this magnificent, unmatched genius from us. I hope, my dear friend, you’ll share every detail with me.”

“Nothing easier. Here is my original draft, my plan.”

“Show me.” Porthos led D’Artagnan to the stone serving as his table, where the plan was spread out. At the bottom, in Porthos’s bold handwriting—a style we’ve discussed—was written:

“Instead of using the square or rectangle, as has always been done, imagine your space enclosed in a regular hexagon. This polygon has the advantage of giving more angles than a quadrilateral.”

“Each side of your hexagon, which you adapt to the size of the site, will be divided into two equal parts. At the midpoint, you’ll raise a perpendicular toward the center of the polygon, as long as one-sixth of the side. From the ends of each side, draw two diagonals to meet this perpendicular. These will set the exact lines of your defense.”

“The devil!” D’Artagnan interrupted, pausing mid-demonstration. “This is a full system, Porthos.”

“Absolutely,” Porthos replied. “Go on, please.”

“No, I’ve read enough. But since you, my dear Porthos, direct the works, why write out your system so precisely?”

“Oh, my dear friend, it’s a matter of mortality!”

“Mortality?”

“Of course! We’re all mortal, aren’t we?”

“That’s true,” D’Artagnan allowed. “You always have an answer, my friend.” With that, he set down the plan on the stone.

Though D’Artagnan had only a quick look at the plan, he immediately spotted, beneath Porthos’s bold scrawl, a finer script that reminded him of letters he’d received from Marie Michon in his younger days. The repeated use of India rubber had blurred the writing, but it was still legible to our musketeer’s sharp eye. “Bravo, my friend, bravo!” D’Artagnan exclaimed. “Now you’ve learned all you need, haven’t you?” Porthos answered, turning around. “Mordioux!”

“Yes, just one last favor, dear friend!”

“Ask; I am in command here.”

“Please, tell me the name of that gentleman over there.”

“Where? There?”

“Behind the soldiers.”

“Accompanied by a lackey?”

“Exactly.”

“With a rather shabby fellow dressed in black?”

“Yes, that’s him.”

“That is M. Getard.”

“And who is Getard, my friend?”

“He’s the architect of the house.”

“Which house?”

“M. Fouquet’s house.”

“Ah! ah!” cried D’Artagnan. “So you’re a part of M. Fouquet’s household now, Porthos?”

“I! What are you saying?” asked the topographer, blushing darkly.

“Why do you speak of the house as if it were the chateau of Pierrefonds when you’re talking about Belle-Isle?”

Porthos bit his lip. “Belle-Isle, my friend,” he said, “belongs to M. Fouquet, doesn’t it?”

“Yes, I believe so.”

“And Pierrefonds belongs to me?”

“I said I thought so; there’s no doubt about it.”

“Have you ever seen a




Chapter LXXI: A Procession at Vannes

The journey from Belle-Isle to Sarzeau was swift, thanks to one of those small corsairs D’Artagnan had heard about during his voyage. These vessels, designed for speed and pursuit, were currently anchored in the roadstead of Locmaria, where one, manned by a quarter of its crew, was on duty between Belle-Isle and the mainland. D’Artagnan had a chance to confirm that Porthos, despite his skills as an engineer and topographer, was far from knowledgeable about state affairs. His complete ignorance, in another context, might have been mistaken for clever dissimulation. But D’Artagnan knew Porthos too well to be fooled; he could uncover any secret, just as a meticulous old bachelor can locate every book on his shelves or each piece of linen in his wardrobe with his eyes closed. So, if D’Artagnan found nothing while probing Porthos, it was simply because there was nothing to uncover. “Very well,” D’Artagnan mused. “I’ll learn more in half an hour at Vannes than Porthos has managed to discover at Belle-Isle in two months. However, for me to gain any knowledge, it’s crucial that Porthos doesn’t employ the only tactic I’ve left him.”

He must not warn Aramis of my arrival.” For the moment, the musketeer’s focus was solely on watching Porthos. It’s important to note that Porthos did not deserve such mistrust. He harbored no ill intentions. Perhaps D’Artagnan had sparked a flicker of suspicion upon their first meeting, but it didn’t take long for D’Artagnan to reclaim his place in that good and brave heart. No shadow darkened Porthos’s large eyes, which occasionally shone with tenderness as they turned toward his friend.

Upon landing, Porthos asked if his horses were waiting and soon spotted them at the crossroads that winds around Sarzeau, leading toward Vannes without passing through the little city. There were two horses, one for M. de Vallon, along with one for his equerry; after all, Porthos had an equerry now that Mouston could only manage a carriage for transportation. D’Artagnan anticipated that Porthos would suggest sending his equerry ahead on one horse to fetch another. He had already resolved to oppose this idea. However, nothing unfolded as D’Artagnan had expected. Instead, Porthos simply instructed his equerry to dismount and wait for his return at Sarzeau, while D’Artagnan would ride the equerry’s horse. The arrangement was made without fuss.

“Ah! You truly are a man of foresight, my dear Porthos,” D’Artagnan remarked to his friend as he settled into the saddle of the equerry’s horse.

“Yes, but this is quite a kindness from Aramis. I don’t have my own horses here, and he’s generously offered me the use of his stables.”

“Good horses for a bishop’s mounts, mordioux!” D’Artagnan exclaimed. “It’s true, Aramis is quite the unique bishop.”

“He’s a holy man!” Porthos replied, his voice taking on an almost nasal tone as he gazed heavenward.

“Then he’s changed quite a bit,” D’Artagnan remarked. “You and I have known him to be rather irreverent.”

“Grace has touched him,” Porthos said earnestly.

“Bravo!” D’Artagnan responded, his excitement growing. “That only makes me more eager to see my dear old friend.” He urged his horse forward, which leapt into a faster pace.

“Peste!” Porthos exclaimed. “At this rate, we’ll make the journey in just an hour instead of two.”

“And how far is it, Porthos?”

“Four and a half leagues.”

“That’s a good pace.”

“I could have put you on the canal, but to hell with rowers and boat-horses!”

“The first are like tortoises; the second like snails. But when a man can place a good horse beneath him, that horse surpasses rowers or any other means of travel.”

“You’re right, especially you, Porthos, who always look magnificent on horseback.”

“Perhaps a bit heavy, my friend; I was weighed the other day.”

“And what do you weigh?”

“Three hundredweight!” Porthos declared proudly. “Bravo!”

“Then you must realize that I have to choose horses with strong, wide backs, or else I’ll break them down in just two hours.”

“Indeed, you must need horses fit for a giant!”

“You’re very kind, my friend,” the engineer replied with affectionate grandeur. “As for you, D’Artagnan, your horse seems to be sweating already.”

“Well, it is hot! Ah, ah! Do you see Vannes now?”

“Yes, perfectly.”

“It’s a handsome city, apparently.”

“Charming, at least according to Aramis; but I find it rather dreary. Though, it seems that artists consider darkness to be beautiful. I can’t say I share that sentiment.”

“Why’s that, Porthos?”

“Because I recently had my chateau at Pierrefonds, which had grown gray with age, replastered in white.”

“Humph!” D’Artagnan replied. “And white is certainly more cheerful.”

“Yes, but it lacks the gravitas that Aramis speaks of. Fortunately, there are dealers in both black and white. I think I’ll have Pierrefonds replastered in black; that’s settled. If gray is handsome, then surely black must be magnificent.”

“Indeed!” D’Artagnan said. “That seems logical.”

“Have you ever been to Vannes, D’Artagnan?”

“Never.”

“Then you know nothing of the city?”

“Nothing at all.”

“Well, look!” Porthos said, rising slightly in his stirrups, causing his horse to bend awkwardly. “Do you see that corner over there, basking in the sun?”

“Yes, I see it clearly.”

“That’s the cathedral.”

“And what is it called?”

“Saint-Pierre. Now, look again—over in the faubourg on the left, do you see another cross?”

“Perfectly.”

“That’s Saint-Patern, the parish favored by Aramis.”

“Is that so?”

“Absolutely. Saint-Patern is said to have been the first bishop of Vannes.” It is true that Aramis pretends otherwise, but he is so learned that it might just be a paradox—”

“A paradox,” D’Artagnan interjected. “Exactly! Thank you! My tongue trips over itself; I’m feeling quite heated.”

“My friend,” D’Artagnan continued, “please carry on with your fascinating description. What is that large white building with all those windows?”

“Oh! That is the college of the Jesuits.”

“Pardieu! You have a keen eye. Do you see that large house near the college, with its steeples and turrets, built in an elegant Gothic style, as that fool, M. Getard, describes?”

“Yes, it’s clearly visible. So?”

“Well, that’s where Aramis lives.”

“What? He doesn’t live at the episcopal palace?”

“No; that place is in ruins.” The palace is situated in the city, but Aramis has a preference for the faubourgs. That’s why, as I mentioned, he favors Saint-Patern; it lies within the faubourg. Additionally, this area boasts a mall, a tennis court, and a Dominican house. Look over there—see how the handsome steeple reaches for the sky?

“Well?”

“Furthermore, the faubourg feels like a city unto itself, complete with its own walls, towers, and ditches. The quay is part of it too, where boats dock. If our little corsair didn’t draw eight feet of water, we could have sailed right up to Aramis’s windows.”

“Porthos, Porthos,” D’Artagnan exclaimed, “you are a fountain of knowledge, a source of clever and profound insights. Porthos, you no longer amaze me; you leave me utterly confounded.”

“Here we are,” Porthos replied, deftly shifting the conversation with his usual modesty.

“And it’s about time,” thought D’Artagnan, “for Aramis’s horse is fading away like a steed made of ice.”

They entered the faubourg almost simultaneously, but barely had they walked a hundred paces when they were taken aback by the streets strewn with leaves and flowers. Against the ancient walls of Vannes hung the oldest and most peculiar tapestries of France. Long white sheets adorned with bouquets cascaded from balconies. The streets were deserted; it was clear that the entire population had gathered at a single point. The shutters were drawn, and a gentle breeze slipped into the houses beneath the hangings, casting long, dark shadows between the exits and the walls. Suddenly, as they turned a corner, the sound of chanting reached the ears of the newly arrived travelers.

A crowd dressed in festive attire emerged through the swirling incense that rose to the heavens in wisps of blue, while clouds of rose petals fluttered as high as the first stories. Above the throng, crosses and banners—sacred symbols of faith—towered over the heads of the onlookers. Beneath these emblems, as if shielded by their presence, a multitude of young girls in white gowns, crowned with cornflowers, walked gracefully. Flanking the procession, the garrison guards marched in formation, their muskets adorned with bouquets and the tips of their lances decorated with flowers.

As D’Artagnan and Porthos observed with critical eyes, their impatience barely concealed, a magnificent dais approached, preceded by a hundred Jesuits and a hundred Dominicans, and escorted by two archdeacons, a treasurer, a penitent, and twelve canons.

A singer with a booming voice—a man unmistakably chosen from among all the voices of France, much like the drum-major of the imperial guard among the giants of the empire—was accompanied by four other vocalists, who seemed to exist solely to support him. Together, they filled the air with sound, causing the windows of nearby houses to tremble. Beneath the dais stood a pale, noble figure with striking black eyes and hair streaked with white. His delicate, compressed mouth and prominent, angular chin added to his distinguished appearance. Adorned with an episcopal mitre, his head radiated a blend of regal authority and ascetic contemplation.

“Aramis!” the musketeer exclaimed involuntarily as this imposing figure passed by. The prelate flinched at the sound of the voice. He lifted his large black eyes, framed by long lashes, and turned them directly toward the source of the exclamation.

At a glance, he spotted Porthos and D’Artagnan nearby. D’Artagnan, with his keen eyesight, absorbed every detail. The full image of the prelate etched itself into his memory, destined to remain there. One detail particularly caught D’Artagnan’s attention: upon seeing him, Aramis flushed, then concentrated the intensity of a master’s gaze beneath his lowered eyelids, mingling it with the unmistakable warmth of a friend’s affection. It was clear that Aramis was grappling with a question: “Why is D’Artagnan with Porthos, and what brings him to Vannes?” As Aramis turned his gaze back to D’Artagnan, he realized that D’Artagnan had not averted his eyes, understanding all that was unfolding in his mind.

He was acutely aware of his friend’s sharp intelligence and feared that he might uncover the secret behind his blush and astonishment. Aramis remained the same enigmatic figure, always harboring a secret. To dispel the inquisitive look that weighed heavily upon him—much like a general silencing a bothersome battery—Aramis extended his elegant white hand, adorned with the sparkling amethyst of his pastoral ring. He cut through the air with a sign of the cross and bestowed his blessing upon his two friends.

D’Artagnan, lost in thought and perhaps a bit irreverent despite himself, might have resisted this holy benediction. But Porthos, noticing his distraction, placed a reassuring hand on his back and gently pushed him down toward the ground. D’Artagnan had no choice but to yield, nearly flattening himself against the earth. Meanwhile, Aramis continued on his way.

D’Artagnan, like Antaeus, had barely touched the ground when he turned to Porthos, a flicker of irritation in his eyes. Yet, there was no mistaking the noble intent behind Porthos’s actions; it stemmed from a sense of solemn duty. Moreover, conversing with Porthos never obscured D’Artagnan’s thoughts; it only clarified them. “It’s quite courteous of him,” D’Artagnan remarked, “to offer his blessing to us alone. Truly, he is both a holy man and a brave one.”

Less convinced than Porthos, D’Artagnan remained silent. “Look at my friend,” Porthos continued, “he’s noticed us. Instead of maintaining the steady pace of the procession, as he did just moments ago—see how hurried he is now? The cortege is picking up speed!”

“He is eager to join us and embrace us, isn’t that right, dear Aramis?”

“That’s true,” D’Artagnan replied aloud. Then, to himself, he thought, “It’s equally true that he’s seen me, the cunning fox, and will have time to prepare for my arrival.”

But the procession had passed; the road was clear. D’Artagnan and Porthos made their way directly to the episcopal palace, which was surrounded by a large crowd eager to catch a glimpse of the returning prelate. D’Artagnan noted that this crowd was mainly composed of citizens and soldiers. He recognized in their presence the influence of his friend. Aramis was not one to seek out empty popularity; he cared little for being adored by those who could offer him no advantage.

Women, children, and elderly men—essentially, the entourage of ordinary pastors—were not the company he kept. Just ten minutes after the two friends crossed the threshold of the palace, Aramis returned like a triumphant conqueror. The soldiers saluted him as if he were a superior, while the citizens bowed in recognition of him as a friend and benefactor, rather than merely as a head of the Church. There was something about Aramis that evoked the image of those Roman senators whose doors were always surrounded by eager clients.

At the foot of the steps, he held a brief conference with a Jesuit, who leaned in under the dais for a more private conversation. Afterward, Aramis re-entered his palace, the doors closing slowly behind him as the crowd dispersed, even as chants and prayers echoed in the air. It was a magnificent day.

Earthly perfumes blended seamlessly with the scents of the air and the sea. The city exuded happiness, joy, and vitality. D’Artagnan sensed the presence of an invisible hand that had, with great power, crafted this strength, this joy, this happiness, and scattered these fragrances throughout the streets. “Oh! oh!” he exclaimed, “Porthos has put on weight; but Aramis has grown taller.”




Chapter LXXII: The Grandeur of the Bishop of Vannes

Porthos and D’Artagnan entered the bishop’s residence through a private door, presenting themselves as personal friends. Naturally, Porthos took on the role of guide for D’Artagnan. The affable baron carried himself with the ease of someone at home, yet there was a subtle shift in his demeanor. Whether it stemmed from a silent acknowledgment of Aramis’s esteemed position or from his ingrained respect for those who commanded moral authority, Porthos exhibited a certain reserve within the palace of His Greatness, the Bishop of Vannes. This quality had always made him a model soldier and a loyal companion. D’Artagnan quickly noticed this change in Porthos’s attitude toward the valets and officers. Still, this reserve didn’t hinder Porthos from being inquisitive; he was full of questions.

They discovered that His Greatness had just returned to his apartment and was preparing to present himself in a more familiar manner, less majestic than he had been with his followers. After a quarter of an hour, during which D’Artagnan and Porthos exchanged glances, their eyes wide and curious, and turned their thumbs in various directions, a door to the chamber opened, and His Greatness emerged, dressed in the casual attire of a prelate.

Aramis held his head high, exuding the confidence of a man accustomed to command. His violet robe was elegantly tucked up on one side, and his white hand rested on his hip. He sported a fine mustache and the elongated hairstyle reminiscent of the time of Louis XIII. As he entered, he carried with him a delicate fragrance, one that never changes among the elegant men and women of high society, as if it were an inherent part of their being. In this instance, the scent retained a hint of the religious sublimity of incense. It no longer intoxicated; it penetrated. It no longer inspired desire; it inspired respect. As Aramis entered the chamber, he hesitated for not a moment. Without uttering a single word—any word would have felt cold in such a moment—he approached the musketeer, who was so well disguised in the costume of M. Agnan, and embraced him with a tenderness that even the most skeptical could not mistake for coldness or affectation. D’Artagnan, for his part, returned the embrace with equal fervor. Porthos took Aramis’s delicate hand in his massive grip, and D’Artagnan noted that Porthos offered his left hand, likely out of habit, since he had nearly crushed his friend’s fingers—already adorned with rings—ten times before in the vise of his fist. Aware of the pain that could ensue, Aramis was careful to present only flesh to be bruised, avoiding fingers that could be crushed against gold or the sharp angles of diamonds.

Between two embraces, Aramis looked D’Artagnan in the eye and offered him a chair, settling himself in the shade while ensuring that the light illuminated D’Artagnan’s face. This tactic, familiar to diplomats and women alike, mirrored the strategic positioning combatants seek to gain in a duel. D’Artagnan was not fooled by this maneuver, yet he chose not to acknowledge it. He sensed he was ensnared, but rather than feeling trapped, he recognized that this entrapment could lead to revelation. As an experienced condottiere, he cared little about appearing defeated, so long as he could extract the spoils of victory from his feigned loss. Aramis initiated the conversation.

“Ah! Dear friend! My good D’Artagnan,” he exclaimed, “what an excellent opportunity!”

“It is indeed an opportunity, my reverend companion,” D’Artagnan replied, “one that I would call friendship. I seek you, as I always have, whenever I have a grand enterprise to propose or some free hours to share with you.”

“Ah, really?” Aramis said, his tone measured. “You have been seeking me?”

“Indeed, he has been seeking you, Aramis,” Porthos chimed in. “And the proof is that he has freed me from my confinement at Belle-Isle. Quite generous of him, wouldn’t you say?”

“Ah!”

“Yes,” said Aramis, “at Belle-Isle! Certainly!”

“Good!” replied D’Artagnan. “There’s my dear Porthos, without even realizing it, has fired the first cannon of attack.”

“At Belle-Isle!” exclaimed Aramis. “In that hole, in that desolate place! How kind of him!”

“And it was I who told him you were at Vannes,” Porthos chimed in, maintaining his tone. D’Artagnan donned a smirk that was almost ironic. “Yes, I knew, but I wanted to see,” he replied.

“See what?”

“If our old friendship still endures; if, upon seeing each other, our hearts—hardened by age—would still allow that familiar cry of joy to escape, welcoming the arrival of a friend.”

“Well, I trust you were satisfied,” said Aramis.

“So, so.”

“How is that?”

“Yes, Porthos said hush! and you—”

“Well! And I?”

“And you gave me your blessing.”

“What would you have, my friend?” Aramis replied with a smile. “That is the most precious gift a humble prelate like me has to offer.”

“Indeed, my dear friend!”

“Without a doubt.”

“And yet they say in Paris that the bishopric of Vannes is one of the best in France.”

“Ah! Now you’re talking about material wealth,” Aramis said, feigning indifference. “Of course, I’m interested in that; I value it, after all.”

“In that case, let me speak of it,” he continued with a grin. “You admit you are one of the wealthiest prelates in France?”

“My friend, since you’ve asked for an account, I’ll tell you that the bishopric of Vannes is worth about twenty thousand livres a year, neither more nor less.”

“It’s a diocese with a hundred and sixty parishes,” Aramis explained.

“That sounds lovely,” D’Artagnan remarked.

“Absolutely magnificent!” Porthos added.

“And yet,” D’Artagnan continued, glancing at Aramis, “you don’t intend to settle down here forever, do you?”

“Forgive me, but I don’t like the word ‘settle.’”

“Yet it seems to me that at this distance from Paris, a man is effectively buried—or nearly so.”

“My friend, I’m getting older,” Aramis replied. “The noise and chaos of the city no longer suit me. At fifty-seven, we should seek tranquility and reflection. I have found both here.” What could be more beautiful and yet so stern than this old Armorica? Here, dear D’Artagnan, I find everything that contrasts with what I once cherished. It seems fitting that, as life progresses, we encounter what is opposite to our beginnings. Occasionally, a flicker of my former pleasures greets me here, but it doesn’t sway me from the path of salvation. I remain part of this world, yet with each step I take, I draw closer to God.”

“Eloquent, wise, and discreet; you are a truly accomplished prelate, Aramis, and I commend you for it.”

“But,” Aramis replied with a smile, “you didn’t come here just to offer compliments. Speak—what brings you to me? Is it possible that you need something from me?”

“Thank God, no, my friend,” D’Artagnan said. “It’s nothing of that sort. I am rich and free.”

“Rich!” Aramis exclaimed.

“Yes, it’s a fortune for me; not for you or Porthos, mind you. I have an income of about fifteen thousand livres.”

Aramis regarded him with suspicion. He found it hard to believe—especially given his friend’s humble appearance—that D’Artagnan had amassed such a fortune. As the moment for explanations arrived, D’Artagnan recounted the tale of his adventures in England. Throughout the story, he noticed Aramis’s eyes sparkle with excitement and his slender fingers twitching with anticipation. Porthos,




Chapter LXXIII: In Which Porthos Begins to Regret Accompanying D’Artagnan

Scarcely had D’Artagnan blown out his candle when Aramis, who had watched for the last flicker of light from his friend’s room, slipped silently down the corridor to Porthos’s chamber. The giant, who had been in bed for over an hour and a half, lay sprawled in grand style on his down-filled mattress. He was wrapped in the contented calm of deep sleep, a state that, for Porthos, could withstand the clang of bells or the boom of cannon fire. His head floated in that gentle sway reminiscent of a ship’s soothing motion. In that instant, Porthos was on the verge of drifting into a dream. The door to the chamber opened softly, nudged by Aramis’s careful hand. The bishop approached the sleeping man, his steps muted by the thick carpet, while Porthos snored so loudly that he masked any noise. Aramis placed a hand on his shoulder.

“Wake up,” he said softly, “wake up, my dear Porthos.” Though his tone was warm and kindly, it carried more than just a gentle prompt—it was an unmistakable command. His touch remained light, but there was a hint of urgent purpose.

Porthos stirred at the sound of Aramis’s voice and the touch even in his deep sleep. He jolted upright. “Who goes there?” he thundered in his booming voice.

“Hush! Hush! It’s me,” Aramis replied.

“You, my friend? What have you woken me for?”

“To tell you that you must leave at once.”

“Leave?”

“Yes.”

“Where to?”

“To Paris.”

Porthos sprang up in bed, then sank back, his wide eyes brimming with agitation as he stared at Aramis. “To Paris?”

“Yes.”

“It’s a hundred leagues, isn’t it?” he asked.

“A hundred and four,” replied the bishop.

“Oh! Mon Dieu!” sighed Porthos, lying back as a child might beg their nurse for just another hour of sleep.

“Thirty hours of hard riding,” Aramis insisted. “You know we have good relays.”

Porthos stretched out one leg, groaning.

“Come now, my friend,” the prelate urged, his tone growing impatient.

Porthos swung his other leg out of bed. “Is it absolutely necessary for me to go at once?”

“It’s absolutely necessary.”

With that, Porthos stood up, his heavy steps hitting the floor like those of a marble statue shaking the very walls and floors.

“Hush! Hush! For heaven’s sake, my dear Porthos!” Aramis urged. “You’ll wake everyone.”

“Ah, that’s right,” Porthos replied, still in his loud voice. “I forgot. But don’t worry, I’m on guard.” With that, he let his belt, heavy with sword and pistols, slip to the ground, along with a purse that spilled its coins in a loud, clattering cascade. The sound made Aramis tense, while Porthos broke into a hearty laugh.

“How amusing that is!” he chuckled.

“Not so loud, Porthos, not so loud.”

“True, true!” Porthos said, lowering his voice a little. “I was just thinking how we’re always slower when we’re in a hurry, and noisiest when we try to be silent.”

“Yes, that’s true; but let’s not prove the proverb, Porthos. Let’s hurry and keep our mouths shut.”

“You see, I’m trying,” Porthos said, pulling on his breeches. “All right.”

“Is this urgent?”

“It’s more than that; it’s serious, Porthos.”

“Oh, oh!”

“D’Artagnan questioned you, didn’t he?”

“Questioned me?”

“Yes, at Belle-Isle?”

“Not at all.”

“Are you absolutely certain, Porthos?”

“Parbleu!”

“That’s impossible. Think back.”

“He asked what I was up to, and I told him—studying maps. I wanted to use that other word you gave me.”

“‘Castrametation’?”

“Yes, that’s it! But I could never recall it.”

“All the better. What else did he ask?”

“Who Getard was.”

“And then?”

“Who M. Jupenet was.”

“He didn’t happen to see our fortification plans, did he?”

“Yes.”

“The devil he did!”

“But don’t worry; I erased your notes with India rubber. He couldn’t suspect you had advised me on those matters.”

“Ay, but our friend has very sharp eyes.”

“What are you afraid of?”

“I fear that everything is discovered, Porthos. The key now is to avert disaster. I’ve told my people to close every gate and door. D’Artagnan can’t get out until daybreak. Your horse is saddled and waiting; if you hurry, you’ll reach the first relay. By five o’clock, you’ll have made fifteen leagues.”

“Let’s go!”

Aramis quickly helped Porthos get dressed, piece by piece, with the skill of the finest valet. Porthos, still half-asleep, let him take charge, stumbling over his own apologies. Once ready, Aramis took him by the hand and guided him carefully down the stairs, making sure he placed each foot quietly and avoided the door frames. He turned Porthos this way and that, as if he were a giant being led by a child. With a spark of energy, Porthos felt animated. A horse, already saddled, waited in the courtyard. Porthos mounted with purpose.

Then Aramis took the horse’s bridle and led him carefully over some dung spread in the yard, clearly intent on muffling any noise. He also held the horse’s nose to keep it from neighing. At the outer gate, he drew Porthos close, who was about to leave without even asking where he was headed.

“Now, my friend Porthos, listen carefully: ride straight to Paris without stopping,” he whispered. “Eat on horseback, drink on horseback, but don’t lose a moment.”

“Understood; I won’t stop.”

“This letter for M. Fouquet—no matter what, it must reach him by noon tomorrow.”

“It will.”

“And remember something important, my friend.”

“What’s that?”

“You’re going to claim your title as duke and peer.”

“Oh! oh!” Porthos exclaimed, his eyes bright. “In that case, I’ll do it in twenty-four hours.”

“Just try.”

“Then let go of the bridle—and forward, Goliath!”

Aramis released, not the bridle but the horse’s nose. Porthos freed his hand, spurred his horse, and they galloped away.

As long as he could see Porthos in the darkness, Aramis kept watch. Once Porthos vanished from sight, he slipped back into the yard. All was still in D’Artagnan’s apartment. The valet at the door had seen no light, heard no sound. Aramis quietly closed his own door, sent the lackey to bed, and quickly sought rest himself.

D’Artagnan, completely unaware, believed he had outmaneuvered his hosts when he awoke the next morning around half-past four. He rushed to the window in his shirt. The window overlooked the courtyard, bathing in the first light of dawn. The space was empty; even the birds had not left their nests. No servants could be seen, and every door was shut.

“Good! All is still,” D’Artagnan thought to himself. “Never mind; I’m first up in the house. Let’s get dressed—that’s something done.”

With that, D’Artagnan began dressing. This time, though, he avoided the stiff, almost clerical look he had worn before. By tightening his belt, buttoning his clothes differently, and tilting his hat slightly, he managed to give himself the air of the soldier again—the same look that had startled Aramis.

Once he was satisfied with his look, he felt free—or at least pretended to be free—to approach his host and entered his room without knocking.

Aramis lay either asleep or pretending to be. A large book sat open on his nightstand, and a wax candle flickered in its silver holder. This was enough to convince D’Artagnan the bishop had spent a quiet night and had plans for the morning. The musketeer approached Aramis as the bishop had Porthos—he tapped him gently on the shoulder. Clearly feigning sleep, the man who usually woke at the faintest sound needed a second touch.

“Ah!”

“Ah! Is that you?” he exclaimed, stretching his arms wide. “What a delightful surprise! Mon Dieu! Sleep made me forget the pleasure of having you here. What time is it?”

“I’m not sure,” replied D’Artagnan, feeling a little awkward.

“Early, I suppose. But you know, that devilish habit of rising with the dawn still clings to me.”

“Are you really going to head out so soon?” Aramis asked. “It seems rather early.”

“It’s up to you.”

“I thought we agreed not to mount our horses before eight.”

“True, but I was so eager to see you, I thought the sooner, the better.”

“And what about my seven hours of sleep?” Aramis replied. “Be careful; I counted on them and will have to make them up.”

“But back in the day, you never slept late, my friend. You were always up and about.”

“And exactly for that reason, I now cherish bed all the more.”

“So, you admit it’s not just for sleep that you delayed our meeting until eight?”

“I feared you’d laugh if I told you the truth.”

“Tell me anyway.”

“Well, from six till eight, I’m used to saying my prayers.”

“Your prayers?”

“Yes.”

“I didn’t think a bishop’s work was so demanding.”

“A bishop, my friend, must make more sacrifices for appearances than a simple priest.”

“Mordioux! Aramis, that sentiment reconciles me to your status. To appearances! Now that’s a musketeer’s phrase!”

“Long live appearances, Aramis!”

“Instead of congratulating me, forgive me, D’Artagnan. It was a trivial line that slipped out.”

“Should I leave you, then?”

“I need time to collect my thoughts and perform my usual prayers.”

“Well, I’ll leave you to that; but, for the sake of poor pagan D’Artagnan, I beg you to shorten them this once. I’m eager to talk with you.”

“Very well, D’Artagnan, I promise I’ll be ready in an hour and a half—”

“An hour and a half for prayers! Oh, my friend, let’s be a little more reasonable. Let’s make the best bargain we can.”

Aramis chuckled. “Still charming, still youthful, still cheerful,” he said.

“You’ve come into my diocese just to tempt me to quarrel with grace,” Aramis added, with a hint of irony.

“Bah!” D’Artagnan retorted.

“You know too well I’ve never resisted your charms; you’ll be the ruin of my soul, D’Artagnan.”

D’Artagnan bit his lip. “Very well,” he said, “I’ll take the blame. Give me just one Christian sign of the cross, one prayer, and then we part.”

“Hush!” Aramis interrupted. “We’re not alone now; I hear strangers coming.”

“Then send them away.”

“I can’t. I have an appointment from yesterday. It’s the principal of the Jesuit college and the superior of the Dominicans.”

“Your staff? Very well, let it be.”

“What will you do?” Aramis asked.

“I’ll go wake Porthos and keep him company until you’re done.”

Aramis remained still, his brow unruffled, revealing nothing through word or gesture. “Go,” he said as D’Artagnan turned to leave. “By the way, do you know where Porthos is sleeping?”

“No, but I’ll find out.”

“Take the corridor and open the second door on the left.”

“Thanks! Au revoir.” With that, D’Artagnan left in the direction Aramis had given. Ten minutes had not passed before he returned.

He found Aramis seated between the superior of the Dominicans and the principal of the Jesuit college, just as he had before at the inn in Crevecoeur. This company did not intimidate the musketeer in the slightest.

“What is it?” Aramis asked calmly. “You look like you have something to tell me, my friend.”

“I do,” replied D’Artagnan, locking eyes with Aramis, “Porthos isn’t in his room.”

“Really?” Aramis said, his face unchanged. “You’re certain?”

“Of course. I just saw for myself.”

“Then where could he be?”

“That’s what I want to find out.”

“And haven’t you asked anyone?”

“Yes.”

“And what did they say?”

“They told me Porthos often takes morning walks without saying so, and he’s probably gone out.”

“What did you do next?”

“I went to the stables,” D’Artagnan replied nonchalantly. “What else could I do?”

“To see if Porthos set out on horseback.”

“And?” the bishop prompted.

“Well, there’s a horse missing from stall No. 3—Goliath.”

This exchange, as you might expect, carried a hint of irony from the musketeer, while Aramis kept a perfect air of compliance.

“Oh, I think I see,” Aramis said after a pause. “Porthos has gone out to surprise us.”

“A surprise?”

“Yes. The canal from Vannes to the sea is full of teals and snipes. That’s Porthos’s favorite thing, and he’ll surely bring back a dozen for breakfast.”

“You really think so?” D’Artagnan asked.

“I’m sure. Where else could he be?”

“I’ll bet he took a gun.”

“That’s entirely possible,” D’Artagnan replied. “Here’s my plan, my friend: mount up and join him.”

“You’re right,” D’Artagnan agreed. “I will.”

“Shall I come too?”

“No, thank you. Porthos is quite the character; I’ll find out what I need myself.”

“Will you take an arquebus?”

“Thank you, but no.”

“Pick any horse you like.”

“I’ll take the one I rode yesterday from Belle-Isle.”

“Very well; that horse is yours.”

Aramis rang for a servant and ordered him to saddle the horse D’Artagnan wanted. D’Artagnan followed the man to the door, where the servant stepped aside to let him pass.

D’Artagnan was about to pass when he caught the look of his master. A slight furrow in Aramis’s brow hinted to the sharp observer that the servant must give D’Artagnan whatever he wished. D’Artagnan mounted, and Aramis could hear the hooves echoing on the pavement. Moments later, the servant returned.

“Well?” asked the bishop.

“Monseigneur, he’s followed the canal, heading for the sea,” the servant replied.

“Very good!” Aramis answered. D’Artagnan, full of suspicion, hurried toward the ocean, determined to spot the giant Porthos among the marshes or on the shore. He convinced himself he could see the mark of a horse’s hoof in every patch of mud. He thought he heard the sound of distant gunshots now and then. This illusion lasted three hours—two spent searching for Porthos, the last returning toward the house. “We must have crossed paths,” he reasoned, “and I’m sure they’ll be waiting for me at table.”

D’Artagnan was mistaken.

There was still no sign of Porthos at the palace, just as there had been none on the shore. Aramis waited for him at the top of the stairs, looking somewhat upset.

“My people didn’t find you, D’Artagnan?” he exclaimed at the musketeer’s arrival.

“No, did you send someone after me?”

“I’m truly sorry, my friend, so sorry to have sent you on a wild-goose chase. Around seven o’clock, the almoner of Saint-Patern arrived. He met Du Vallon leaving and, not wanting to disturb anyone at the palace, Du Vallon asked him to tell me that, fearing M. Getard might plot against him in his absence, he intended to use the morning tide to visit Belle-Isle.”

“But surely Goliath can’t cross four leagues of sea?” D’Artagnan asked.

“There are a full six,” Aramis replied.

“That makes it even less likely.”

“Therefore, my friend,” Aramis said, wearing one of his most charming smiles, “I can assure you that Goliath is back in the stable, safe and content, and that I guarantee Porthos is not riding him.” In reality, the horse had been returned from the relay by the prelate’s order—a man who missed nothing. D’Artagnan seemed satisfied by this answer, though it did nothing to quiet the doubts swirling in his mind. He adopted a reserved manner that matched his growing suspicion perfectly.

As he ate between the Jesuit and Aramis, he found the jolly, round face of the Dominican across from him particularly amusing. The meal was long and lavish, featuring exquisite Spanish wines, fine Morbihan oysters, splendid fish from the Loire, massive prawns from Paimboeuf, and delicious game from the moors. D’Artagnan ate well but drank with restraint.

Aramis only drank water. After the meal, D’Artagnan spoke.

“You offered me an arquebus,” he said.

“I did.”

“Then lend it to me.”

“Are you going shooting?”

“While I wait for Porthos, it’s the best way to pass time.”

“Take your pick from the trophy.”

“Won’t you join me?”

“I would like to, but unfortunately, bishops are forbidden to hunt.”

“Ah!” D’Artagnan replied, “I didn’t realize that.”

“And besides,” Aramis added, “I’ll be busy until noon.”

“So I’ll go alone?” D’Artagnan asked.

“I’m afraid so. But do come back for dinner.”

“Pardieu! The food in your house is much too good to skip.” With that, D’Artagnan bid farewell to his host, nodded to the guests, and took the arquebus. However, instead of hunting, he went straight to the small port of Vannes.

He glanced around, checking if anyone was watching, but found neither onlooker nor spy. He hired a fishing boat for twenty-five livres and set sail at half-past eleven, convinced he wasn’t followed—and he wasn’t. Only a Jesuit brother, posted in the church steeple, watched him with a telescope all morning.

At a quarter to noon, Aramis was informed that D’Artagnan was sailing for Belle-Isle. The journey was quick, thanks to a strong north-northeast wind. As he drew closer, D’Artagnan’s gaze searched the coast and the forts, hoping to see Porthos’s great figure or his bright coat stand out against the grey sky, but without success.

He landed, learned from the first soldier he met that M. du Vallon had not yet returned from Vannes, and without delay ordered his boat to set course for Sarzeau. As we know, the wind often changes throughout the day. It had shifted now from north-northeast to southeast, making the return nearly as favorable as the outbound trip. Within three hours, D’Artagnan was back on the mainland, and two more hours found him at Vannes.

Despite his hurry, D’Artagnan suffered an impatient and angry wait on the boat. For three hours, he paced the deck, tormented by restlessness. He leapt from the dock straight to the bishop’s palace, determined to catch Aramis by surprise and confront him about his double-dealing, balancing firmness with restraint, but injecting enough force to make an impression and perhaps get him to reveal something of his secret.

In short, he wanted to provoke the enigmatic Aramis into revealing something—like a bayonet charge forces an enemy to give way. Upon entering the vestibule, however, he was met by the valet de chambre, who blocked his path with an absurd grin.

“Monseigneur?” D’Artagnan demanded, moving to push him aside.

For a moment, the valet resumed his post. “Monseigneur?” he repeated.

“Yes, of course; don’t you recognize me, you fool?”

“Yes, you’re the Chevalier d’Artagnan.”

“Then let me by.”

“No use.”

“What do you mean, no use?”

“Because His Greatness isn’t here.”

“What? His Greatness isn’t home? Where’s he gone?”

“He’s gone.”

“Gone?”

“Yes.”

“Where?”

“I don’t know, but perhaps monseigneur told monsieur le chevalier.”

“How? Where?”

“In what way?”

“In this letter, which he left for monsieur le chevalier.” The valet produced a letter from his pocket.

“Hand it over, you rascal,” D’Artagnan said, grabbing it. “Ah, yes,” he continued as he read the first line, “I see; I understand.” He read aloud:

“Dear Friend,—An urgent matter compels me to a distant parish in my diocese. I had hoped to see you again before my departure, but I fear that hope is lost, as you will likely remain at Belle-Isle for two or three days with our dear Porthos. Enjoy yourself as best you can, but do




Chapter LXXIV: D’Artagnan Races Ahead, Porthos Snores, and Aramis Offers Counsel

Thirty to thirty-five hours after the events we’ve just described, M. Fouquet, as was his custom, had locked his door and was working in his study at his home in Saint-Mande, a place we already know. Suddenly, a carriage pulled by four horses, their coats glistening with sweat, raced into the courtyard at full speed. The carriage’s arrival had probably been anticipated, as three or four lackeys hurried to open the door. While M. Fouquet got up from his desk and rushed to the window, a man struggled to get out of the carriage, descending the three steps with great difficulty, relying heavily on the lackeys for support. He had barely given his name when the valet who wasn’t helping him dashed up the perron and disappeared into the vestibule. This man went to notify his master, but there was no need to knock; Fouquet was already waiting at the threshold.

“Monseigneur, the Bishop of Vannes,” he announced.

“Very well!” replied his master. Leaning over the banister as Aramis began climbing the stairs, he exclaimed, “Ah, dear friend! You’re here so soon!”

“Yes, it’s me, monsieur! But I’m bruised and battered, as you can see.”

“Oh, my poor friend,” said Fouquet, offering his arm for Aramis to lean on while the servants respectfully stood back.

“Bah!” Aramis said, “It’s nothing. The important thing is that I made it here, and here I am.”

“Speak quickly,” Fouquet urged, closing the door of the cabinet behind them. “Are we alone?”

“Yes, perfectly.”

“No one is watching us? No one can hear us?”

“Rest assured, no one.”

“Has M. du Vallon arrived?”

“Yes.”

“And you received my letter?”

“Yes. The matter must be urgent, especially since it required your presence in Paris when you were urgently needed elsewhere.”

“You’re right; it couldn’t be more serious.”

“Thank you! Thank you! What is it about? But, for heaven’s sake, catch your breath, my friend.”

“You look so pale—it’s frightening.”

“I’m in a lot of pain, but please, don’t worry about me. Did M. du Vallon say anything when he brought the letter?”

“No, not really. I heard a commotion and went to the window. I saw what looked like a marble horseman at the foot of the steps. When I went down, he handed me the letter, and then his horse collapsed.”

“And him?”

“He fell with the horse. They carried him to a room. After reading the letter, I went up to him, hoping for more information, but he was asleep—so deeply I couldn’t wake him. I felt sorry for him, so I ordered them to cut off his boots and let him rest undisturbed.”

“That’s all well and good, but now we must get to the heart of the matter, monseigneur.”

“You’ve seen M. d’Artagnan in Paris, haven’t you?”

“I have. I consider him a man of intelligence and even a man of heart, though he was responsible for the deaths of our dear friends, Lyodot and D’Eymeris.”

“Alas! Yes, I heard about that. While in Tours, I met the courier bringing the letter from Gourville and the dispatches from Pelisson. Have you thought seriously about that event, monsieur?”

“Yes, I have.”

“And did you see it as a direct attack on your authority?”

“Do you really think so?”

“Oh, yes, absolutely.”

“Well, I must admit, that troubling thought did cross my mind.”

“Don’t deceive yourself, monsieur, I beg you! Listen closely—I’m coming back to D’Artagnan.”

“I’m listening.”

“Under what circumstances did you see him?”

“He came here for money.”

“With what kind of order?”

“With an order from the king.”

“Directly from him?”

“Signed by His Majesty.”

“There you have it!”

“Well, D’Artagnan has also been to Belle-Isle. He was in disguise, pretending to be some sort of intendant, supposedly sent by his master to purchase salt mines. But D’Artagnan has no master except the king, which means he was sent by the king himself. He met Porthos.”

“Who is Porthos?”

“My apologies, I misspoke. He met M. du Vallon at Belle-Isle, and he knows, just as you and I do, that Belle-Isle is fortified.”

“And you think the king sent him there?” Fouquet asked thoughtfully.

“I do.”

“And D’Artagnan, under the king’s command, is a dangerous tool?”

“The most dangerous you can imagine.”

“Then my first impression of him was right.”

“In what way?”

“I wanted to win him over to my side.”

“If you see him as the bravest, cleverest, and most resourceful man in France, you’re absolutely right.”

“He must be secured, no matter what it takes.”

“D’Artagnan?”

“Isn’t that what you think?”

“That might be my opinion, but you’ll never be able to win him.”

“Why not?”

“Because the opportunity has passed.”

He was disenchanted with the court, and we should have seized that moment. Since then, he’s gone to England, played a crucial role in the restoration, accumulated a fortune, and finally returned to the king’s service. If he’s back, it’s surely because he’s well rewarded for it.”

“We’ll offer him an even better deal, that’s all.”

“Oh, monsieur, believe me; D’Artagnan values his word above all else, and once he gives it, he keeps it.”

“So what do you suggest?” Fouquet asked, clearly anxious. “Our top priority now is to ward off the coming threat.”

“And how shall we do that?”

“Listen.”

“But D’Artagnan will make his report to the king about what he’s seen.”

“Oh, we still have time to think.”

“How’s that? I take it you’re ahead of him?”

“By almost ten hours.”

“Well, in ten hours—”

Aramis shook his pale head. “See those clouds racing across the sky and the swallows darting in the air?”

“D’Artagnan moves faster than clouds or birds; he’s as swift as the wind itself.”

“An extraordinary man!”

“I assure you, he’s almost superhuman, monsieur. He’s of my generation, and I’ve known him for thirty-five years.”

“Well?”

“Well, consider this, monsieur. I sent M. du Vallon to you two hours after midnight. M. du Vallon was eight hours ahead of me; when did M. du Vallon arrive?”

“About four hours ago.”

“Then you see I’ve gained four hours on him. Yet Porthos is a remarkable horseman, and he left eight dead horses along the way, which I found one after another. I traveled fifty leagues at full speed, but I suffer from gout, kidney stones, and who knows what else; fatigue is my enemy. I had to stop at Tours. Since then, I’ve been rolling along in a carriage, half dead, sometimes overturned, sometimes tipped sideways or on my back, always with four lively horses galloping at speed. And still, I’ve arrived—gaining four hours on Porthos. Yet D’Artagnan doesn’t weigh three hundred pounds like Porthos; he doesn’t suffer from gout and kidney stones as I do; he’s not just a horseman—he’s like a centaur. D’Artagnan headed for Belle-Isle when I left for Paris, and, though I had a ten-hour lead, he’ll arrive at the Louvre within two hours after me.”

“But what about accidents?”

“He never has accidents.”

“His horses might give out.”

“He’ll run as fast as a horse.”

“Good heavens! What a man!”

“Yes, he’s someone I both love and admire. I love him for his goodness, greatness, and loyalty; I admire him as the peak of human strength. Yet, while I love and admire him, I also fear him and always stay on guard.”

“Now then, monsieur, I must go on; D’Artagnan will be here in two hours. You need to act before he arrives. Go to the Louvre and see the king before he sees D’Artagnan.”

“What shall I say to the king?”

“Nothing; simply present him with Belle-Isle.”

“Oh! Monsieur d’Herblay! Monsieur d’Herblay,” cried Fouquet, “what plans have suddenly fallen to pieces!”

“After one failed project, there’s always another road to fortune; we must never give up hope. Now, go, monsieur, go at once.”

“But that garrison, so carefully chosen—the king will surely replace it at once.”

“The garrison, monsieur, belonged to the king when it entered Belle-Isle; it’s yours now. The same applies to all garrisons after two weeks of occupation. Let things happen as they will, monsieur.”

“Do you see any problem with having an army by the end of the year instead of just two regiments? Don’t you realize your garrison today will give you partisans in La Rochelle, Nantes, Bordeaux, Toulouse—in short, wherever they’re sent? Go to the king, monsieur; go right away; time is slipping away, and while we hesitate, D’Artagnan is already racing down the road like an arrow.”

“Monsieur d’Herblay, you know that every word you say takes root in my mind. I’ll go to the Louvre.”

“Right away, I hope?”

“I just need a moment to change clothes.”

“Don’t forget, D’Artagnan won’t pass through Saint-Mande; he’ll go straight to the Louvre. That means we’ll lose an hour of the lead we have left.”

“D’Artagnan may have everything else, but he won’t have my English horses. I’ll be at the Louvre in twenty-five minutes.” Without a moment’s delay, Fouquet gave the order to prepare his departure. Aramis managed to add, “Come back as fast as you left; I’ll be here anxiously waiting for you.”

Just five minutes later, the superintendent was speeding toward Paris.

During this time, Aramis wished to see the room where Porthos slept. As he approached the door to Fouquet’s cabinet, he was greeted by Pelisson, who had just heard of his arrival and rushed out of his office. Aramis accepted these warm gestures, both respectful and sincere, with the graceful friendliness he had perfected. However, he paused on the landing and asked, “What’s that noise I hear upstairs?”

Indeed, there was a deep, growling sound, like that of a hungry tiger or an impatient lion.

“Oh, it’s nothing,” Pelisson replied with a smile. “But—”

“It’s M. du Vallon snoring.”

“Ah!”

“True,” said Aramis, “I had forgotten. No one but him could possibly make such a disturbance. Let me go, Pelisson, to see if he needs anything.”

“Might I come with you?”

“Oh, certainly.” With that, they both entered the room. Porthos lay stretched out on the bed; his face was more violet than red, his eyes swollen, his mouth wide open. The deep, thunderous sounds coming from his chest made the window glass shake. Despite the alarming sight—his powerful muscles firmly drawn, his hair matted with sweat, and the forceful rise and fall of his chin and shoulders—there was a certain awe in it. Strength, in this moment, seemed almost godlike. Porthos’s Herculean legs and feet had swelled enough to burst his stockings, channeling all the force of his massive body into a rigidity like stone. He lay still, unmoving as the granite giant who lies across the plains of Agrigentum. By Pelisson’s orders, his boots had been cut away, for no human strength could have removed them. Four lackeys had tried vainly, tugging and straining as if trying to move a capstan, but their efforts didn’t rouse him. They hacked the boots to pieces, letting his legs fall heavily back on the bed.

They stripped off the rest of his clothes and carried him to a bath, where he soaked for a long time. Once clean, they dressed him in fresh linen and put him in a well-warmed bed—an effort so great it could have woken the dead, but it didn’t disturb Porthos, whose snoring went on without pause.

Aramis, with his nervous temperament and remarkable courage, tried to fight off fatigue and to converse with Gourville and Pelisson. However, he soon fainted in the chair where he had stubbornly stayed. They carried him into an adjoining room, where the comfort of a bed quickly soothed his tired mind.




Chapter LXXV: In Which Monsieur Fouquet Acts

Meanwhile, Fouquet was racing toward the Louvre, urging his English horses to their utmost speed. Inside, the king was deep in discussion with Colbert when a sudden thought clouded his mind. The two death sentences he had signed upon ascending the throne flashed back into his memory—two dark stains that haunted him, visible even with his eyes open, and like spots of blood when he closed them.

“Monsieur,” he said sharply to the intendant, “sometimes I wonder if those two men you had me condemn truly deserved such a fate.”

“Sire, they were chosen from among the financiers, a group that needed to be thinned out,” Colbert replied.

“Chosen by whom?” the king pressed.

“By necessity, sire,” Colbert answered calmly.

“Necessity—a powerful word,” the young king murmured, lost in thought.

“A great goddess, sire.”

“They were devoted friends of the superintendent, were they not?”

“Yes, sire; friends who would have laid down their lives for Monsieur Fouquet.”

“They have done so, monsieur,” the king replied. “That is true—but fortunately, it was in vain, which was not their intention.”

“How much money did these men fraudulently acquire?”

“Ten million, perhaps; of which six have been confiscated.”

“And is that money in my treasury?” the king asked, a hint of distaste in his voice.

“It is there, sire; but this confiscation, while it threatens M. Fouquet, has not affected him.”

“So you conclude, M. Colbert—”

“That if M. Fouquet has rallied a band of rebellious rioters to save his friends from punishment, he will surely raise an army to save himself when the time comes.”

The king shot a glance at his confidant, one of those looks that crackled like a bolt of lightning, illuminating the darkest corners of the basest consciences.

“I am astonished,” he said, “that with such thoughts about M. Fouquet, you didn’t come to share your advice with me.”

“Advice on what, sire?”

“First, I need you to tell me clearly and precisely what you think, M. Colbert.”

“About what subject, sire?”

“About M. Fouquet’s conduct.”

“I believe, sire, that M. Fouquet, not content with hoarding wealth for himself as M. Mazarin did—thereby diminishing your Majesty’s power—now seeks to attract all those who indulge in a life of ease and pleasure. What the idlers call poetry, politicians refer to as corruption.”

“I believe that by keeping your subjects on his payroll, he is infringing upon the royal prerogative. If this continues, your majesty may soon find yourself among the weak and the obscure.”

“How would you characterize these schemes, M. Colbert?”

“The schemes of M. Fouquet, sire?”

“Yes.”

“They are referred to as crimes of lèse-majesté.”

“And what happens to those guilty of lèse-majesté?”

“They are arrested, tried, and punished.”

“Are you certain that M. Fouquet has devised the crime you accuse him of?”

“I can say more, sire; there is even evidence that he has begun to execute it.”

“Then I return to my earlier point, M. Colbert.”

“And what was that point, sire?”

“Give me your counsel.”

“Forgive me, sire, but first I have something to add.”

“Speak—what is it?”

“A clear, undeniable, material proof of treason.”

“And what would that be?”

“I have just learned that M. Fouquet is fortifying Belle-Isle.”

“Ah, indeed!”

“Yes, sire.”

“Are you certain?”

“Absolutely.”

“Do you know, sire, how many soldiers are stationed at Belle-Isle?”

“No, ma foi! Do you?”

“I’m equally in the dark, sire. Perhaps I should suggest that your majesty send someone to Belle-Isle?”

“Who?”

“Me, for instance.”

“And what would you do at Belle-Isle?”

“I would find out if M. Fouquet is fortifying his walls like the ancient feudal lords.”

“And for what purpose would he do that?”

“To defend himself against his king someday.”

“Well, if that’s the case, M. Colbert,” Louis said, “we must act on your suggestion immediately; M. Fouquet must be arrested.”

“That’s impossible.”

“I thought I had made it clear, monsieur, that I do not tolerate that word in my service.”

“Your majesty’s service cannot change the fact that M. Fouquet is the surintendant-general.”

“And?”

“That, because of his position, he has the support of the entire parliament, the army through his generosity, the literary world through his patronage, and the nobility through his gifts.”

“So, what you’re saying is that I can do nothing against M. Fouquet?”

“Fouquet?”

“Absolutely nothing—at least not at the moment, sire.”

“You are a rather unproductive advisor, M. Colbert.”

“Oh, no, sire; I refuse to limit myself to merely highlighting the dangers facing your majesty.”

“Then let’s get to work. Where shall we start to dismantle this giant? Show me,” the king said, a bitter laugh escaping his lips. “He has grown powerful through wealth; let us bring him down with wealth, sire.”

“What if I were to strip him of his position?”

“That would be a poor strategy, sire.”

“Then what’s the better approach?”

“Ruin him, sire—that’s the way to go.”

“But how?”

“Opportunities will arise; seize every one of them.”

“Point them out to me.”

“Here’s one right away. His royal highness, Monsieur, is about to marry; the wedding must be grand. That’s a perfect opportunity for your majesty to demand a million from M. Fouquet.”

M. Fouquet, who pays twenty thousand livres upfront when he could easily settle for just five thousand, will have no trouble finding that million when your majesty asks for it.”

“That sounds good; I will make that demand,” replied Louis. “If your majesty will sign the ordinance, I will gather the funds myself.” Colbert slid a paper in front of the king and offered him a pen. Just then, the usher opened the door and announced Monsieur le Surintendant. Louis went pale. Colbert dropped the pen and stepped back from the king, casting a shadow over him like an ominous specter.

The superintendent entered like a seasoned courtier, able to gauge the atmosphere with just a single glance. Unfortunately for Fouquet, the situation was far from favorable, despite his sense of strength. Colbert’s small, envious eyes and the fiery gaze of Louis XIV, filled with anger, signaled imminent danger. Courtiers, much like seasoned soldiers, can discern the whispers of court rumors amidst the gusts of wind and rustling leaves. They listen intently, able to estimate the number of men marching, the clatter of arms, and the rumble of cannons approaching.

Fouquet had only to probe the silence that followed his arrival; it was thick with ominous implications. The king permitted him enough time to reach the center of the chamber, a courtesy granted due to his youthful modesty. Seizing the moment, Fouquet spoke boldly. “Sire,” he said, “I was eager to see your majesty.”

“What for?” Louis inquired.

“To share some good news with you.”

Colbert, lacking the imposing presence and generosity of spirit that characterized Fouquet, still shared several similarities with him. He possessed the same insight and understanding of human nature, along with that remarkable ability to hold himself in check—a trait that allows hypocrites the time to contemplate and prepare for a sudden strike. He sensed that Fouquet was ready to counter the blow he was about to deliver. A sinister glint flickered in his eyes.

“What news?” the king inquired.

Fouquet set a roll of papers on the table. “If your majesty would be so kind as to review this work,” he said.

The king slowly unfolded the paper. “Plans?” he asked.

“Yes, sire,” came the reply.

“And what are these plans about?”

“A new fortification, sire.”

“Ah, I see!” said the king. “You’re amusing yourself with tactics and strategies, then, M. Fouquet?”

“I concern myself with everything that may benefit your majesty’s reign,” Fouquet replied.

“Beautiful descriptions!” the king remarked, studying the design. “You understand this well, I trust?”

Fouquet leaned closer to the paper. “Here is the outline of the walls, here are the forts, and there are the advanced works.”

“And what do I see here, monsieur?” the king inquired.

“The sea.”

“The sea all around?”

“Yes, sire.”

“And what is the name of this place whose plan you present to me?”

“Sire, it is Belle-Ile-en-Mer,” Fouquet answered simply.

At the mention of this name, Colbert made such a noticeable movement that the king turned to emphasize the need for restraint. Fouquet, however, seemed completely unfazed by Colbert’s reaction or the king’s signal.

“Monsieur,” Louis continued, “you have fortified Belle-Isle?”

“Yes, sire, and I have brought the plans and accounts for your majesty,” Fouquet replied. “I have spent sixteen hundred thousand livres on this operation.”

“What purpose does it serve?” Louis asked coldly, having picked up on a sly look from the intendant.

“For a very clear objective,” Fouquet answered. “Your majesty has had a cool relationship with Great Britain.”

“Yes, but since the restoration of King Charles II, I have formed an alliance with him.”

“A month ago, as you rightly said, sire; but it has been more than six months since the fortifications of Belle-Isle began.”

“Then they have become unnecessary.”

“Sire, fortifications are never unnecessary.”

I fortified Belle-Isle against MM. Monk and Lambert, as well as all those London citizens who fancied themselves soldiers. Belle-Isle will be well-prepared against the Dutch, against whom both England and your majesty are bound to wage war.”

The king fell silent again, casting a sidelong glance at Colbert.

“Belle-Isle, I believe,” Louis continued, “is yours, M. Fouquet?”

“No, sire.”

“Whose, then?”

“Your majesty’s.”

Colbert was gripped by a terror as profound as if the ground had suddenly opened beneath him. Louis looked on in admiration, struck by either the brilliance or the loyalty of Fouquet.

“Explain yourself, monsieur,” he said.

“Nothing could be easier, sire. Belle-Isle is one of my estates, and I have fortified it at my own expense. However, since nothing prevents a subject from making a humble gift to his king, I offer your majesty the ownership of the estate, with the understanding that I retain its usufruct. As a strategic location, Belle-Isle should be under the king’s command. From now on, your majesty will be able to maintain a secure garrison there.”

Colbert felt as though he might collapse. To steady himself, he grasped the columns of the wainscoting.

“This is a remarkable display of skill in the art of war, monsieur,” Louis remarked.

“Sire, the initiative did not originate with me,” Fouquet replied. “I have been inspired by many officers. The plans themselves were crafted by one of our most distinguished engineers.”

“Who is he?”

“M. du Vallon.”

“M. du Vallon?” Louis echoed, a hint of curiosity in his voice. “I am not familiar with him. It is truly regrettable, monsieur.”

“Colbert,” he continued, “I must admit that I am unaware of the names of the talented men who bring honor to my reign.” As he spoke, he turned his gaze toward Colbert. The latter felt utterly crushed; sweat beaded on his brow, and no words came to his lips. He endured an indescribable torment.

“You will remember that name,” Louis XIV added. Colbert bowed, his face paler than the ruffles of his Flemish lace.

Fouquet pressed on:

“The masonry is made of Roman concrete; the architects blended it for me based on the finest accounts of antiquity.”

“And the cannon?” Louis inquired.

“Oh!”

“Sire, that concerns your majesty; it would not be fitting for me to place cannon in my own house unless you had instructed me it was yours.”

Louis found himself adrift, torn between the hatred inspired by this powerful man and the pity he felt for the other, so diminished, who seemed a mere shadow of the former. Yet, the weight of his royal duty eclipsed his personal feelings, and he extended his finger toward the paper.

“It must have cost you a great deal to bring these plans to fruition,” he remarked.

“I believe I had the honor of informing your majesty of the amount.”

“Please repeat it; I’ve forgotten.”

“Sixteen hundred thousand livres.”

“Sixteen hundred thousand livres! You are extraordinarily wealthy, Monsieur.”

“It is your majesty who is wealthy, since Belle-Isle belongs to you.”

“Yes, thank you; but no matter how rich I may be, M. Fouquet—” The king paused.

“Well, sire?” the superintendent inquired.

“I can foresee a moment when I will need money.”

“You, sire? And when might that be?”

“Tomorrow, for instance.”

“Will your majesty do me the honor of explaining?”

“My brother is set to marry the English princess.”

“Well, sire?”

“Well, I must host a reception worthy of the granddaughter of Henry IV.”

“That is only fitting, sire.”

“Then I will need funds.”

“Of course.”

“I will need—” Louis hesitated. The amount he was about to request was the same he had previously had to deny Charles II. He turned to Colbert, preparing to deliver the blow.

“I will need, tomorrow—” he repeated, glancing at Colbert.

“A million,” the intendant replied bluntly, relishing the chance to take his revenge.

Fouquet turned his back on him, focusing instead on the king. He didn’t look around but waited for Louis XIV to repeat, or rather murmur, “A million.”

“Oh, sire,” Fouquet said disdainfully, “a million? What will your majesty do with a million?”

“It seems to me,” Louis XIV began, “that’s hardly more than what is spent at the wedding of one of the lesser princes of Germany.”

“Monsieur!”

“Your majesty must have at least two million.”

The horses alone would fetch five hundred thousand livres. This evening, I shall have the honor of sending your Majesty sixteen hundred thousand livres.”

“How,” the king asked, “sixteen hundred thousand livres?”

“Look, sire,” replied Fouquet, without even glancing at Colbert, “I know that leaves four hundred thousand livres short of the two million. But this gentleman from l’intendance” (he gestured over his shoulder at Colbert, who had turned an even paler shade) “has nine hundred thousand livres of mine in his coffers.”

The king turned to scrutinize Colbert.

“But—” the latter began.

“Monsieur,” Fouquet continued, still addressing Colbert indirectly, “you received sixteen hundred thousand livres a week ago. You’ve paid a hundred thousand livres to the guards, sixty-four thousand to the hospitals, twenty-five thousand to the Swiss, one hundred thirty thousand for provisions, a thousand for arms, and ten thousand for miscellaneous expenses. Therefore, I am correct in assuming there are nine hundred thousand livres remaining.” He then turned to Colbert, adopting the tone of a disdainful superior addressing an inferior.

“Make sure, monsieur,” he said, “that those nine hundred thousand livres are delivered to his Majesty this evening, in gold.”

“But,” the king interjected, “that totals two million five hundred thousand livres.”

“Sire, the excess five hundred thousand livres will serve as pocket money for his royal highness. You understand, Monsieur Colbert, this evening before eight o’clock.”

With that, bowing respectfully to the king, the superintendent exited, retreating without casting a single glance at the envious man whose influence he had just diminished. Colbert ripped his ruffles to shreds in his fury, biting his lips until they bled. Just as Fouquet was about to leave the cabinet, an usher brushed past him, announcing, “A courier from Bretagne for his majesty.”

“M. d’Herblay was right,” Fouquet murmured, checking his watch. “An hour and fifty-five minutes. It’s all true.”
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