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  CHAPTER I.




  SHOWING WHAT NEITHER THE NAIAD NOR DRYAD HAD ANTICIPATED.




  Saint-Aignan stopped at the foot of the staircase which led to the entresol, where the maids of honor were lodged, and to the first floor, where Madame's apartments were situated. Then, by means of one of the servants who was passing, he sent to apprise Malicorne, who was still with Monsieur. After having waited ten minutes, Malicorne arrived, looking full of suspicion and importance. The king drew back toward the darkest part of the vestibule. Saint-Aignan, on the contrary, advanced to meet him, but at the first words, indicating his wish, Malicorne drew back abruptly.




  "Oh! oh!" he said, "you want me to introduce you into the rooms of the maids of honor?"




  "Yes."




  "You know very well that I cannot do anything of the kind, without being made acquainted with your object."




  "Unfortunately, my dear Monsieur Malicorne, it is quite impossible for me to give you any explanation: you must therefore confide in me as in a friend who got you out of a great difficulty yesterday, and who now begs you to draw him out of one to-day."




  "Yet, I told you, monsieur, what my object was; that my object was not to sleep out in the open air, and any man might express the same wish, while you, however, admit nothing."




  "Believe me, my dear Monsieur Malicorne," Saint-Aignan persisted, "that if I were permitted to explain myself, I would do so."




  "In that case, my dear monsieur, it is impossible for me to allow you to enter Mademoiselle de Montalais's apartment."




  "Why so?"




  "You know why better than any one else, since you caught me on the wall paying my addresses to Mademoiselle de Montalais; it would, therefore, be an excess of kindness, on my part, you will admit, since I am paying my attentions to her, to open the door of her room to you."




  "But who told you it was on her account I asked you for the key?"




  "For whom, then?"




  "She does not lodge there alone, I suppose?"




  "No, certainly; for Mademoiselle de la Valliere shares her rooms with her; but, really, you have nothing more to do with Mademoiselle de la Valliere than with Mademoiselle de Montalais, and there are only two men to whom I would give this key; to M. de Bragelonne, if he begged me to give it him, and to the king if he ordered me to do so."




  "In that case, give me the key, monsieur, I order you to do so," said the king, advancing from the obscurity, and partially opening his cloak. "Mademoiselle de Montalais will step down to talk with you, while we go upstairs to Mademoiselle de la Valliere, for, in fact, it is she only whom we require."




  "The king," exclaimed Malicorne, bowing down to the very ground.




  "Yes, the king," said Louis, smiling, "the king, who is as pleased with your resistance as with your capitulation. Rise, monsieur, and render us the service we request of you."




  "I obey your majesty," said Malicorne, leading the way up the staircase.




  "Get Mademoiselle de Montalais to come down," said the king, "and do not breathe a word to her of my visit."




  Malicorne bowed in sign of obedience, and proceeded up the staircase. But the king, after a hasty reflection, followed him, and that, too, with such rapidity, that although Malicorne was already more than half-way up the staircase, the king reached the room at the same moment he did. He then observed by the door which remained half-opened behind Malicorne, La Valliere, sitting in an armchair with her head thrown back, and in the opposite corner Montalais, who, in her dressing-gown, was standing before a looking-glass, engaged in arranging her hair, and parleying all the while with Malicorne. The king hurriedly opened the door, and entered the room. Montalais called out at the noise made by the opening of the door, and, recognizing the king, made her escape. La Valliere rose from her seat, like a dead person who had been galvanized, and then fell back again in her armchair. The king advanced slowly toward her.




  "You wished for an audience, I believe," he said, coldly; "I am ready to hear you. Speak."




  Saint-Aignan, faithful to his character of being deaf, blind, and dumb, had stationed himself in a corner of the door, upon a stool which he fortuitously found there. Concealed by the tapestry which covered the doorway, and leaning his back against the wall, he could in this way listen without been seen; resigning himself to the post of a good watch-dog, who patiently waits and watches without ever getting in his master's way.




  La Valliere, terror-stricken at the king's irritated aspect, again rose a second time, and assuming a posture of humility and entreaty, murmured, "Forgive me, sire."




  "What need is there for my forgiveness?" asked Louis.




  "Sire, I have been guilty of a great fault; nay, more than a great fault, a great crime."




  "You?"




  "Sire, I have offended your majesty."




  "Not the slightest degree in the world," replied Louis XIV.




  "I implore you, sire, not to maintain toward me that terrible seriousness of manner which reveals your majesty's just anger. I feel I have offended you, sire; but I wish to explain to you how it was that I have not offended you of my own accord."




  "In the first place," said the king, "in what way can you possibly have offended me? I cannot perceive how. Surely not on account of a young girl's harmless and very innocent jest? You turned the credulity of a young man into ridicule—it was very natural to do so; any other woman in your place would have done the same."




  "Oh! your majesty overwhelms me by your remark."




  "Why so?"




  "Because if I had been the author of the jest, it would not have been innocent."




  "Well! is that all you had to say to me in soliciting an audience?" said the king, as though about to turn away.




  Thereupon, La Valliere, in an abrupt and broken voice, her eyes dried up by the fire of her tears, made a step toward the king, and said, "Did your majesty hear everything?"




  "Everything, what?"




  "Everything I said beneath the royal oak."




  "I did not lose a syllable."




  "And when your majesty heard me, you were able to think I had abused your credulity."




  "Credulity; yes, indeed you have selected the very word."




  "And your majesty did not suppose that a poor girl like myself might possibly be compelled to submit to the will of others."




  "Forgive me," returned the king; "but I shall never be able to understand that she, who of her own free will could express herself so unreservedly beneath the royal oak, would allow herself to be influenced to such an extent by the direction of others."




  "But the threat held out against me, sire."




  "Threat! who threatened you—who dared to threaten you?"




  "They who have the right to do so, sire."




  "I do not recognize any one as possessing the right to threaten in my kingdom."




  "Forgive me, sire, but near your majesty, even, there are persons sufficiently high in position to have, or to believe that they possess, the right of injuring a young girl, without fortune, and possessing only her reputation."




  "In what way injure her?"




  "In depriving her of her reputation, by disgracefully expelling her from the court."




  "Oh! Mademoiselle de la Valliere," said the king, bitterly, "I prefer those persons who exculpate themselves without incriminating others."




  "Sire!"




  "Yes; and I confess that I greatly regret to perceive that an easy justification, as your own might be, should have been complicated in my presence by a tissue of reproaches and imputations against others."




  "And which you do not believe?" exclaimed La Valliere. The king remained silent.




  "Nay, but tell me!" repeated La Valliere, vehemently.




  "I regret to confess it," replied the king, bowing coldly.




  The young girl uttered a deep groan, striking her hands together in despair. "You do not believe me, then," she said to the king, who still remained silent, while poor La Valliere's features became visibly changed at his continued silence. "Therefore, you believe," she said, "that I settled this ridiculous, this infamous plot, of trifling, in so shameless a manner, with your majesty."




  "Nay," said the king, "it is neither ridiculous nor infamous, it is not even a plot; it is merely a jest, more or less amusing, and nothing more."




  "Oh!" murmured the young girl, "the king does not, and will not, believe me, then?"




  "No, indeed, I will not believe you," said the king. "Besides, in point of fact, what can be more natural? The king, you argue, follows me, listens to me, watches me; the king wishes perhaps to amuse himself at my expense, I will amuse myself at his, and as the king is very tender-hearted, I will take his heart by storm."




  La Valliere hid her face in her hands, as she stifled her sobs. The king continued most pitilessly, he revenged himself upon the poor victim before him for all that he had himself suffered.




  "Let us invent, then, this story of my loving him and preferring him to others. The king is so simple and so conceited that he will believe me; and then we can go and tell others how credulous the king is, and can enjoy a laugh at his expense."




  "Oh!" exclaimed La Valliere, "to think that, to believe that! it is frightful."




  "And," pursued the king, "that is not all; if this self-conceited prince should take our jest seriously, if he should be imprudent enough to exhibit before others anything like delight at it, well, in that case, the king will be humiliated before the whole court; and what a delightful story it will be, too, for him to whom I am really attached, a part of my dowry for my husband, to have the adventure to relate of the king who was so amusingly deceived by a young girl."




  "Sire!" exclaimed La Valliere, her mind bewildered, almost wandering, indeed, "not another word, I implore you; do you not see that you are killing me?"




  "A jest, nothing but a jest," murmured the king, who, however, began to be somewhat affected.




  La Valliere fell upon her knees, and that so violently, that their sound could be heard upon the hard floor. "Sire," she said, "I prefer shame to disloyalty."




  "What do you mean?" inquired the king, without moving a step to raise the young girl from her knees.




  "Sire, when I shall have sacrificed my honor and my reason both to you, you will perhaps believe in my loyalty. The tale which was related to you in Madame's apartments, and by Madame herself, is utterly false; and that which I said beneath the great oak—"




  "Well!"




  "That only is the truth."




  "What!" exclaimed the king.




  "Sire," exclaimed La Valliere, hurried away by the violence of her emotions, "were I to die of shame on the very spot where my knees are fixed, I would repeat it until my latest breath; I said that I loved you, and it is true; I do love you."




  "You!"




  "I have loved you, sire, from the very day first I saw you; from the moment when at Blois, where I was pining away my existence, your royal looks, full of light and life, were first bent upon me. I love you still, sire; it is a crime of high treason, I know, that a poor girl like myself should love her sovereign and should presume to tell him so. Punish me for my audacity, despise me for my shameless immodesty; but do not ever say, do not ever think, that I have jested with or deceived you. I belong to a family whose loyalty has been proved, sire; and I, too, love my king."




  Suddenly her strength, voice, and respiration ceased, and she fell forward, like the flower Virgil alludes to, which the scythe of the reaper touched as it passed over. The king, at these words, at this vehement entreaty, no longer retained either ill-will or doubt in his mind; his whole heart seemed to expand at the glowing breath of an affection which proclaimed itself in such a noble and courageous language. When, therefore, he heard the passionate confession of that young girl's affection, his strength seemed to fail him, and he hid his face in his hands. But when he felt La Valliere's hands clinging to his own, when their warm pressure fired his blood, he bent forward, and passing his arm round La Valliere's waist, he raised her from the ground and pressed her against his heart. But she, her drooping head fallen forward on her bosom, seemed to have ceased to live. The king, terrified, called out for Saint-Aignan. Saint-Aignan, who had carried his discretion so far as to remain without stirring in his corner, pretending to wipe away a tear, ran forward at the king's summons. He then assisted Louis to seat the young girl upon a couch, slapped her hands, sprinkled some Hungary water over her face, calling out all the while, "Come, come, it is all over; the king believes you, and forgives you. There, there now! take care, or you will agitate his majesty too much; his majesty is so sensitive, so tender-hearted. Now, really, Mademoiselle de la Valliere, you must pay attention, for the king is very pale."




  The fact was, the king was visibly losing color. But La Valliere did not move.




  "Do pray recover," continued Saint-Aignan, "I beg, I implore you; it is really time you should; think only of one thing, that if the king should become unwell, I should be obliged to summon his physician. What a state of things that would be! So do pray rouse yourself; make an effort, pray do, and do it at once, too."




  It was difficult to display more persuasive eloquence than Saint-Aignan did, but something still more powerful and of a more energetic nature than this eloquence aroused La Valliere. The king, who was kneeling before her, covered the palms of her hands with those burning kisses which are to the hands what a kiss upon the lips is to the face. La Valliere's senses returned to her; she languidly opened her eyes, and, with a dying look, murmured, "Oh! sire, has your majesty pardoned me, then?"




  The king did not reply, for he was still too much overcome. Saint-Aignan thought it his duty again to retire, for he observed the passionate devotion which was displayed in the king's gaze. La Valliere arose.




  "And now, sire, that I have justified myself, at least I trust so in your majesty's eyes, grant me leave to retire into a convent. I shall bless your majesty all my life, and I shall die there thanking and loving Heaven for having granted me one day of perfect happiness."




  "No, no," replied the king, "you will live here blessing Heaven, on the contrary, but loving Louis, who will make your existence one of perfect felicity—Louis who loves you—Louis who swears it."




  "Oh! sire, sire!"




  And upon this doubt of La Valliere, the king's kisses became so warm that Saint-Aignan thought it his duty to retire behind the tapestry. These kisses however, which she had not had the strength at first to resist, began to intimidate the young girl.




  "Oh! sire," she exclaimed, "do not make me repent my loyalty, for it would show me that your majesty despises me still."




  "Mademoiselle de la Valliere," said the king, suddenly, drawing back with an air full of respect, "there is nothing in the world that I love and honor more than yourself, and nothing in my court, I call Heaven to witness, shall be so highly regarded as you shall be henceforward. I entreat your forgiveness for my transport; it arose from an excess of affection, but I can prove to you that I shall love still more than ever by respecting you as much as you can possibly desire." Then bending before her, and taking her by the hand, he said to her, "Will you honor me by accepting the kiss I press upon your hand?" And the king's lips were pressed respectfully and lightly upon the young girl's trembling hand. "Henceforth," added Louis, rising and bending his glance upon La Valliere, "henceforth you are under my safeguard. Do not speak to any one of the injury I have done you, forgive others that which they may have been able to do you. For the future you shall be so far above all those, that, far from inspiring you with fear, they shall be even beneath your pity." And he bowed as reverently as though he were leaving a place of worship. Then calling to Saint-Aignan, who approached with great humility, he said, "I hope, comte, that Mademoiselle de la Valliere will kindly confer a little of her friendship upon you, in return for that which I have vowed to her eternally."




  Saint-Aignan bent his knee before La Valliere, saying, "How happy, indeed, would such an honor make me!"




  "I shall send your companion back to you," said the king. "Farewell! or, rather, adieu till we meet again; do not forget me in your prayers, I entreat."




  "Oh! no," said La Valliere, "be assured that you and heaven are in my heart together."




  These words of Louise elated the king, who, full of happiness, hurried Saint-Aignan down the stairs. Madame had not anticipated this termination, and neither the Naiad nor the Dryad had said a word about it.




  




   




  




  CHAPTER II.




  THE NEW GENERAL OF THE JESUITS.




  While La Valliere and the king were mingling together, in their first confession of love, all the bitterness of the past, all the happiness of the present, and all the hopes of the future, Fouquet had retired to the apartments which had been assigned to him in the chateau, and was conversing with Aramis precisely upon the very subjects which the king at that moment was forgetting.




  "Now tell me," began Fouquet, after having installed his guest in an armchair, and seated himself by his side, "tell me, Monsieur d'Herblay, what is our position with regard to the Belle-Isle affair, and whether you have received any news about it."




  "Everything is going on in that direction as we wish," replied Aramis; "the expenses have been paid, and nothing has transpired of our designs."




  "But what about the soldiers whom the king wished to send there?"




  "I have received news this morning that they had arrived there fifteen days ago."




  "And how have they been treated?"




  "In the best manner possible."




  "What has become of the former garrison?"




  "The soldiers were landed at Sarzeau, and were sent off at once toward Quimper."




  "And the new garrison?"




  "Belongs to us from this very moment."




  "Are you sure of what you say, my dear Monsieur de Vannes?"




  "Quite sure, and, moreover, you will see by-and-by how matters have turned out."




  "Still you are very well aware that, of all the garrison towns, Belle-Isle is precisely the very worst."




  "I know it, and have acted accordingly; no space to move about, no communications, no cheerful society, no gambling permitted; well, it is a great pity," added Aramis, with one of those smiles so peculiar to him, "to see how much young people at the present day seek amusement, and how much, consequently, they incline toward the man who procures and pays for such amusements for them."




  "But if they amuse themselves at Belle-Isle?"




  "If they amuse themselves through the king's means, they will attach themselves to the king; but if they get bored to death through the king's means, and amuse themselves through M. Fouquet, they will attach themselves to M. Fouquet."




  "And you informed my intendant, of course, so that immediately on their arrival—"




  "By no means; they were left alone a whole week, to weary themselves at their ease; but, at the end of the week, they cried out, saying that the last officers amused themselves more than they did. Whereupon they were told that the old officers had been able to make a friend of M. Fouquet, and that M. Fouquet, knowing them to be friends of his, had from that moment done all he possibly could to prevent their getting wearied or bored upon his estates. Upon this they began to reflect. Immediately afterward, however, the intendant added, that without anticipating M. Fouquet's orders, he knew his master sufficiently well to be aware that he took an interest in every gentleman in the king's service, and that, although he did not know the new comers, he would do as much for them as he had done for the others."




  "Excellent! and I trust that the promises were followed up; I desire, as you know, that no promise should ever be made in my name without being kept."




  "Without a moment's loss of time, our two privateers, and your own horses, were placed at the disposal of the officers; the keys of the principal mansion were handed over to them, so that they made up hunting-parties, and walking-excursions with such ladies as are to be found in Belle-Isle; and such others as they are enabled to enlist from the neighborhood, who have no fear of sea-sickness."




  "And there is a fair sprinkling to be met with at Sarzeau and Vannes, I believe, your eminence?"




  "Yes; all along the coast," said Aramis, quietly.




  "And now, for the soldiers?"




  "Everything is precisely the same, in a relative degree, you understand; the soldiers have plenty of wine, excellent provisions, and good pay."




  "Very good; so that?—"




  "So that this garrison can be depended upon, and it is a better one than the last."




  "Good."




  "The result is, if Fortune favors us, so that the garrisons are changed in this manner, only every two months, that at the end of every three years, the whole army will, in its turn, have been there; and, therefore, instead of having one regiment in our favor, we shall have fifty thousand men."




  "Yes, yes; I knew perfectly well," said Fouquet, "that no friend could be more incomparable and invaluable than yourself, my dear Monsieur d'Herblay; but," he added, laughing, "all this time we are forgetting our friend De Vallon; what has become of him? During the three days I have spent at Saint-Mandé, I confess I have forgotten him completely."




  "I do not forget him, however," returned Aramis. "Porthos is at Saint-Mandé; all his joints are kept well greased, the greatest care is being taken of him with regard to the food he eats, and to the wines he drinks; I advise him to take daily airings in the small park, which you have kept for your own use, and he makes use of it accordingly. He begins to walk again, he exercises his muscular powers by bending down young elm trees, or making the old oaks fly into splinters, as Milo of Crotona used to do; and, as there are no lions in the park, it is not unlikely we shall find him alive. Porthos is a brave fellow."




  "Yes, but in the meantime he will get wearied to death."




  "He never does that."




  "He will be asking questions?"




  "He sees no one."




  "At all events, he is looking or hoping for something or another?"




  "I have inspired in him a hope which we will realize some fine morning, and he subsists on that."




  "What is it?"




  "That of being presented to the king."




  "Oh! oh! in what character?"




  "As the engineer of Belle-Isle, of course."




  "Is it possible?"




  "Quite true."




  "Shall we not be obliged, then, to send him back to Belle-Isle?"




  "Most certainly; I am even thinking of sending him back as soon as possible. Porthos is very fond of display; he is a man whose weaknesses D'Artagnan, Athos and myself are alone acquainted with; he never commits himself in any way; he is dignity itself; to the officers there, he would seem like a Paladin of the time of the Crusades. He would make the whole staff drunk, without getting so himself, and every one will regard him as an object of admiration and sympathy; if, therefore, it should happen that we should have any orders requiring to be carried out, Porthos is an incarnation of the order itself, and whatever he chose to do, others would find themselves obliged to submit to."




  "Send him back then."




  "That is what I intend to do; but in a few days only, for I must not omit to tell you one thing."




  "What is it?"




  "I begin to suspect D'Artagnan. He is not at Fontainebleau, as you may have noticed, and D'Artagnan is never absent, or apparently idle, without some object in view. And now that my own affairs are settled, I am going to try and ascertain what the affairs are in which D'Artagnan is engaged."




  "Your own affairs are settled, you say?"




  "Yes."




  "You are very fortunate, in that case, then, and I should like to be able to say the same."




  "I hope you do not make yourself uneasy."




  "Hum!"




  "Nothing could be better than the king's reception of you."




  "True."




  "And Colbert lets you be quiet."




  "Almost so."




  "In that case," said Aramis, with that connection of ideas which marked him, "in that, case, then, we can bestow a thought upon the young girl I was speaking to you about yesterday."




  "Whom do you mean?"




  "What, have you forgotten already? I mean La Valliere."




  "Ah! of course, of course."




  "Do you object, then, to try and make a conquest of her?"




  "In one respect only, my heart is engaged in another direction; and I positively do not care about the girl in the least."




  "Oh! oh!" said Aramis, "your heart is engaged, you say. The deuce! we must take care of that!"




  "Why?"




  "Because it is terrible to have the heart occupied, when others, beside yourself, have so much need of the head."




  "You are right. So, you see, at your first summons, I left everything. But to return to this girl. What good do you see in my troubling myself about her?"




  "This.—The king, it is said, has taken a fancy to her; at least, so it is supposed."




  "But you, who know everything, know very differently."




  "I know that the king has changed with great rapidity; that the day before yesterday, he was mad about Madame; that a few days ago, Monsieur complained of it, even to the queen-mother; and that some conjugal misunderstandings and maternal scoldings were the consequence."




  "How do you know all that?"




  "I do know it; at all events, since these misunderstandings and scoldings the king has not addressed a word, has not paid the slightest attention, to her royal highness."




  "Well, what next?"




  "Since then, he has been taken up with Mademoiselle de la Valliere. Now, Mademoiselle de la Valliere is one of Madame's maids of honor. You happen to know, I suppose, what is called a chaperon in matters of love. Well, then, Mademoiselle de la Valliere is Madame's chaperon. It is for you, therefore, to take advantage of this state of things. You have no occasion for me to tell you that. But, at all events, wounded vanity will render the conquest an easier one; the girl will get hold of the king, and Madame's secret, and you can hardly tell what a man of intelligence can do with a secret."




  "But how to get at her?"




  "Nay, you, of all men, to ask me such a question?" said Aramis.




  "Very true. I shall not have any time to take any notice of her."




  "She is poor and unassuming, you will create a position for her, and, whether she becomes the king's master, or his mistress, or whether she only becomes his confidant, you will only have made a new proficient."




  "Very good," said Fouquet. "What is to be done, then, with regard to this girl?"




  "Whenever you have taken a fancy to any lady, Monsieur Fouquet, what steps have you taken?"




  "I have written to her, protesting my devotion to her. I have added, how happy I should be to render her any service in my power, and have signed 'Fouquet' at the end of the letter."




  "And has any one offered any resistance?"




  "One person only," replied Fouquet. "But, four days ago, she yielded, as the others had done."




  "Will you take the trouble to write?" said Aramis, holding a pen toward him, which Fouquet took, saying:




  "I will write at your dictation. My head is so taken up in another direction that I should not be able to write a couple of lines."




  "Very well," said Aramis, "write."




  And he dictated as follows: "I have seen, and you will not be surprised to learn, how beautiful I have found you. But, for want of the position you merit at the court, your presence there is a waste of time. The devotion of a man of honor, should ambition of any kind inspire you, might possibly serve as a means of display for your talents and beauty. I place my devotion at your feet; but, as an affection, however reserved and unpresuming it may be, might possibly compromise the object of its worship, it would ill-become a person of your merit running the risk of being compromised, without her future being insured. If you would deign to accept and reply to my affection, my affection shall prove its gratitude to you in making you free and independent forever." Having finished writing, Fouquet looked at Aramis.




  "Sign it," said the latter.




  "Is it absolutely necessary?"




  "Your signature at the foot of that letter is worth a million; you forget that." Fouquet signed.




  "Now, by whom do you intend to send the letter?" asked Aramis.




  "By an excellent servant of mine."




  "Can you rely on him?"




  "He is a man who has been with me all my life."




  "Very well. Besides, in this case, we are not playing for very heavy stakes."




  "How so? For if what you say be true of the accommodating disposition of this girl for the king and Madame, the king will give her all the money she can ask for."




  "The king has money, then?" asked Aramis.




  "I suppose so, for he has not asked me for any more."




  "Be easy; he will ask for some soon."




  "Nay, more than that, I had thought he would have spoken to me about the fete at Vaux, but he never said a word about it."




  "He will be sure to do so, though."




  "You must think the king's disposition a very cruel one, Monsieur d'Herblay."




  "It is not he who is so."




  "He is young, and therefore his disposition is a kind one."




  "He is young, and either he is weak, or his passions are strong; and Monsieur Colbert holds his weaknesses and his passions in his villainous grasp."




  "You admit that you fear him?—"




  "I do not deny it."




  "In that case I am lost."




  "Why so?"




  "My only influence with the king has been through the money I commanded, and now I am a ruined man."




  "Not so."




  "What do you mean by 'not so?' Do you know my affairs better than myself?"




  "That is not unlikely."




  "If he were to request this fete to be given?"




  "You will give it, of course."




  "But where is the money to come from?"




  "Have you ever been in want of any?"




  "Oh, if you only knew at what a cost I procured the last supply!"




  "The next shall cost you nothing."




  "But who will give it me?"




  "I will."




  "What! give me six millions?"




  "Ten, if necessary."




  "Upon my word, D'Herblay," said Fouquet, "your confidence alarms me more than the king's displeasure. Who can you possibly be, after all?"




  "You know me well enough, I should think."




  "Of course; but what is it you are aiming at?"




  "I wish to see upon the throne of France a king devoted to Monsieur Fouquet, and I wish Monsieur Fouquet to be devoted to me."




  "Oh!" exclaimed Fouquet, pressing his hand, "as for belonging to you. I am yours entirely: but believe me, my dear D'Herblay, you are deceiving yourself."




  "In what respect?"




  "The king will never become devoted to me."




  "I do not remember to have said that the king would be devoted to you."




  "Why, on the contrary, you have this moment said so."




  "I did not say the king: I said a king."




  "Is it not all the same?"




  "No, on the contrary, it is quite different."




  "I do not understand you."




  "You will do so shortly then. Suppose, for instance, the king in question were to be a very different person to Louis XIV."




  "Another person?"




  "Yes, who is indebted for everything to you."




  "Impossible!"




  "His very throne even."




  "You are mad, D'Herblay! There is no man living besides Louis XIV. who can sit on the throne of France. I see none, not one."




  "Unless it be Monsieur," said Fouquet, looking at Aramis uneasily, "yet Monsieur—"




  "It is not Monsieur."




  "But how can it be that a prince not of the royal line, that a prince without any right—"




  "My king, or rather your king, will be everything that is necessary, be assured of that."




  "Be careful, Monsieur d'Herblay; you make my blood run cold, and my head swim."




  Aramis smiled. "There is but little occasion for that," he replied.




  "Again, I repeat, you terrify me!" said Fouquet.




  Aramis smiled.




  "You laugh," said Fouquet.




  "The day will come when you will laugh too; only at the present moment I must laugh alone."




  "But explain yourself."




  "When the proper day shall have arrived, I will explain all. Fear nothing; have faith in me, and doubt nothing."




  "The fact is, I cannot but doubt, because I do not see clearly, or at all even."




  "That is because of your blindness: but a day will come when you will be enlightened."




  "Oh," said Fouquet, "how willingly would I believe!"




  "You without belief! You who, through my means, have ten times crossed the abyss yawning at your feet, and in which, had you been alone, you would have been irretrievably swallowed up! You without belief! you who, from procureur-general, attained the rank of intendant, from the rank of intendant that of first minister of the crown, and who, from the rank of first minister, will pass to that of mayor of the palace! But no," he said, with the same unaltered smile, "no, no, you cannot see, and consequently cannot believe that." And Aramis rose to withdraw.




  "One word more," said Fouquet. "You have never yet spoken to me in this manner, you have never yet shown yourself so confident—I should rather say so daring."




  "Because it is necessary, in order to speak confidently, to have the lips unfettered."




  "And that is now your case?"




  "Yes."




  "Since a very short time, then?"




  "Since yesterday only."




  "Oh, Monsieur d'Herblay, take care; your confidence is becoming audacity."




  "One can well be audacious when one is powerful."




  "And you are powerful?"




  "I have already offered you ten millions: I offer them again to you."




  Fouquet rose, much agitated and disturbed.




  "Come," he said, "come; you spoke of overthrowing kings and replacing them by others. If, indeed, I am not really out of my senses, is or is not that what you said just now?"




  "You are by no means out of your senses, for it is perfectly true I did say all that just now."




  "And why did you say so?"




  "Because it is easy to speak in this manner of thrones being cast down, and kings being raised up, when one is, one's self, far above all king's and thrones, of this world at least."




  "Your power is infinite, then?" cried Fouquet.




  "I have told you so already, and I repeat it," replied Aramis, with glistening eyes and trembling lips.




  Fouquet threw himself back in his chair and buried his face in his hands. Aramis looked at him for a moment, as the angel of human destinies might have looked upon a simple mortal being.




  "Adieu," he said to him, "sleep undisturbed, and send your letter to La Valliere. To-morrow we shall see each other again."




  "Yes, to-morrow," said Fouquet, shaking his hand like a man returning to his senses. "But where shall we see each other?"




  "At the king's promenade, if you like."




  "Agreed." And they separated.




  




   




  




  CHAPTER III.




  THE STORM.




  The dawn of the following day was dark and gloomy, and as every one knew that the promenade was set down in the royal programme, every one's gaze, as his eyes were opened, was directed toward the sky. Just above the tops of the trees a thick, suffocating vapor seemed to remain suspended, with hardly sufficient power to rise thirty feet above the ground under the influence of the sun's rays, which could barely be seen through the veil of a heavy and thick mist. No dew had fallen in the morning; the turf was dried up for want of moisture, the flowers were withered. The birds sung less inspiritingly than usual amid the boughs, which remained as motionless as death. The strange confused and animated murmurs, which seemed born of, and to exist by the sun, that respiration of nature which is unceasingly heard amid all other sounds, could not be heard now, and never had the silence been so profound. The king had noticed the cheerless aspect of the heavens as he approached the window immediately after rising. But as all the necessary directions had been given respecting the promenade, and every preparation had been made accordingly, and as, which was far more imperious than everything else, Louis relied upon this promenade to satisfy the cravings of his imagination, and we will even already say, the clamorous desires of his heart—the king unhesitatingly decided that the appearance of the heavens had nothing whatever to do with the matter; that the promenade was arranged, and that, whatever the state of the weather might be, the promenade should take place. Besides there are certain terrestrial sovereigns who seem to have accorded them privileged existences, and there are certain times when it might almost be supposed that the expressed wish of an earthly monarch has its influence over the Divine will. It was Virgil who observed of Augustus: Nocte placet tota redeunt spectacula manè. Louis attended mass as usual, but it was evident that his attention was somewhat distracted from the presence of the Creator by the remembrance of the creature. His mind was occupied during the service in reckoning more than once the number of minutes, then of seconds, which separated him from the blissful moment when the promenade would begin, that is to say, the moment when Madame would set out with her maids of honor.




  Besides, as a matter of course, everybody at the chateau was ignorant of the interview which had taken place between La Valliere and the king. Montalais, perhaps, with her usual chattering propensity, might have been disposed to talk about it; but Montalais on this occasion was held in check by Malicorne, who had placed upon her lips the padlock of mutual interest. As for Louis XIV., his happiness was so extreme that he had forgiven Madame, or nearly so, her little piece of ill-nature of the previous evening. In fact, he had occasion to congratulate himself about it rather than to complain of it. Had it not been for her ill-natured action, he would not have received the letter from La Valliere; had it not been for the letter, he would have had no interview; and had it not been for the interview he would have remained undecided. His heart was filled with too much happiness for any ill-feeling to remain in it, at that moment at least. Instead, therefore, of knitting his brows into a frown when he perceived his sister-in-law, Louis resolved to receive her in a more friendly and gracious manner than usual. But on one condition only, that she would be ready to set out early. Such was the nature of Louis's thoughts during mass, and which made him, during the ceremony, forget matters, which, in his character of Most Christian King and of the oldest son of the Church, ought to have occupied his attention. He returned to the chateau, and as the promenade was fixed for mid-day only, and it was at present just ten o'clock, he set to work most desperately with Colbert and Lyonne. But even while he worked, Louis went from the table to the window, inasmuch as the window looked out upon Madame's pavilion; he could see M. Fouquet in the courtyard, to whom the courtiers, since the favor shown toward him on the previous evening, paid greater attention than ever. The king, instinctively, on noticing Fouquet, turned toward Colbert, who was smiling, and seemed full of benevolence and delight, a state of feeling which had arisen from the very moment one of his secretaries had entered and handed him a pocket-book, which he had put unopened into his pocket. But, as there was always something sinister at the bottom of any delight expressed by Colbert, Louis preferred of the smiles of the two men that of Fouquet. He beckoned to the surintendant to come up, and then, turning toward Lyonne and Colbert, he said: "Finish this matter, place it on my desk, and I will read it at my leisure." And he left the room. At the sign the king had made to him, Fouquet had hastened up the staircase, while Aramis, who was with the surintendant, quietly retired among the group of courtiers, and disappeared without having been even observed by the king. The king and Fouquet met at the top of the staircase.




  "Sire," said Fouquet, remarking the gracious manner in which Louis was about to receive him, "your majesty has overwhelmed me with kindness during the last few days. It is not a youthful monarch, but a being of a higher order, who reigns over France—one whom pleasure, happiness, and love acknowledge as their master." The king colored. The compliment, although flattering, was not the less somewhat direct. Louis conducted Fouquet to a small room which separated his study from his sleeping apartment.




  "Do you know why I summoned you?" said the king, as he seated himself upon the edge of the window, so as not to lose anything that might be passing in the gardens which fronted the opposite entrance to Madame's pavilion.




  "No, sire," replied Fouquet; "but I am sure for something agreeable, if I am to judge from your majesty's gracious smile."




  "You are mistaken, then."




  "I, sire?"




  "For I summoned you, on the contrary, to pick a quarrel with you."




  "With me, sire?"




  "Yes, and that a serious one."




  "Your majesty alarms me; and yet I wait most confident in your justice and goodness."




  "Do you know I am told, Monsieur Fouquet, that you are preparing a grand fete at Vaux."




  Fouquet smiled, as a sick man would do at the first shiver of a fever which has left him but returns again.




  "And that you have not invited me!" continued the king.




  "Sire," replied Fouquet, "I have not even thought of the fete you speak of, and it was only yesterday evening that one of my friends" (Fouquet laid a stress upon the word) "was kind enough to make me think of it."




  "Yet I saw you yesterday evening, Monsieur Fouquet, and you said nothing to me about it."




  "How dared I hope that your majesty would so greatly descend from your own exalted station as to honor my dwelling with your royal presence?"




  "Excuse me, Monsieur Fouquet, you did not speak to me about your fete."




  "I did not allude to the fete to your majesty, I repeat, in the first place, because nothing had been decided with regard to it, and, secondly, because I feared a refusal."




  "And something made you fear a refusal, Monsieur Fouquet? You see I am determined to push you hard."




  "The profound wish I had that your majesty should accept my invitation—"




  "Well, Monsieur Fouquet, nothing is easier, I perceive, than our coming to an understanding. Your wish is to invite me to your fete—my own is to be present at it; invite me, and I will go."




  "Is it possible that your majesty will deign to accept?" murmured the surintendant.




  "Why, really, monsieur," said the king, laughing, "I think I do more than accept—I think I invite myself."




  "Your majesty overwhelms me with honor and delight!" exclaimed Fouquet; "but I shall be obliged to repeat what M. de Vieuville said to your ancestor Henry the Fourth, 'Domine non sum dignus.'"




  "To which I reply, Monsieur Fouquet, that if you give a fete, I will go whether I am invited or not."




  "I thank your majesty deeply," said Fouquet, as he raised his head beneath this favor, which he was convinced would be his ruin.




  "But how could your majesty have been informed of it?"




  "By public rumor, Monsieur Fouquet, which says such wonderful things of yourself and of the marvels of your house. Would you become proud, Monsieur Fouquet, if the king were to be jealous of you?"




  "I should be the happiest man in the world, sire, since the very day on which your majesty were to be jealous of Vaux, I should possess something worthy of being offered to you."




  "Very well, Monsieur Fouquet, prepare your fete, and open the doors of your house as wide as possible."




   




  [image: As the rain dripped]
 As the rain dripped more and more through the foliage


  of the oak, the King held his hat over the head of the young girl.—Page 22.




  "It is for your majesty to fix the day."




  "This day month, then."




  "Has your majesty any further commands?"




  "Nothing, Monsieur Fouquet, except from the present moment until then to have you near me as much as possible."




  "I have the honor to form one of your majesty's party for the promenade."




  "Very good. I am now going out indeed, for there are the ladies, I see, who are going to start."




  With this remark, the king, with all the eagerness, not only of a young man, but of a young man in love, withdrew from the window, in order to take his gloves and cane, which his valet held ready for him. The neighing of the horses and the rumbling of the wheels on the gravel of the courtyard could be distinctly heard. The king descended the stairs, and at the moment he made his appearance upon the flight of steps every one stopped. The king walked straight up to the young queen. The queen-mother, who was still suffering more than ever from the illness with which she was afflicted, did not wish to go out. Maria Theresa accompanied Madame in her carriage, and asked the king in what direction he wished the promenade to take place. The king, who had just seen La Valliere, still pale from the events of the previous evening, get into a carriage with three of her companions, told the queen that he had no preference, and wherever she would wish to go, there would he be with her. The queen then desired that the out-riders should proceed in the direction of Apremont. The out-riders set off, accordingly, before the others. The king rode on horseback, and for a few minutes accompanied the carriage of the queen and Madame, with his hand resting upon the door. The weather had cleared up a little, but a kind of veil of dust, like a thick gauze, was still spread over the surface of the heavens, and the sun made every glittering atom of dust glisten again within the circuit of its rays. The heat was stifling; but as the king did not seem to pay any attention to the appearance of the heavens, no one made himself uneasy about it, and the promenade, in obedience to the orders which had been given by the queen, took its course in the direction of Apremont. The courtiers who followed were merry and full of spirits; it was evident that every one tried to forget, and to make others forget, the bitter discussions of the previous evening. Madame, particularly, was delightful; in fact, seeing the king at the door of her carriage, as she did not suppose he would be there for the queen's sake, she hoped that her prince had returned to her. Hardly, however, had they proceeded a quarter of a mile on the road, when the king, with a gracious smile, saluted them and drew up his horse, leaving the queen's carriage to pass on, then that of the principal ladies of honor, and then all the others in succession, who, seeing the king stop, wished in their turn to stop too; but the king made a sign to them to continue their progress. When La Valliere's carriage passed, the king approached it, saluted the ladies who were inside, and was preparing to accompany the carriage containing the maids of honor, in the same way he had followed that in which Madame was, when suddenly the whole file of carriages stopped. It was probable that Madame, uneasy at the king having left her, had just given directions for the performance of this maneuver, the direction in which the promenade was to take place having been left to her. The king having sent to inquire what her object was in stopping the carriages, was informed in reply that she wished to walk. She very likely hoped that the king, who was following the carriages of the maids of honor on horseback, would not venture to follow the maids of honor themselves on foot. They had arrived in the middle of the forest. The promenade, in fact, was not ill-timed, especially for those who were dreamers or lovers. From the little open space where the halt had taken place, three beautiful long walks, shady and undulating, stretched out before them. These walks were covered with moss, with leaves lying scattered idly about; and each walk had its horizon in the distance, consisting of about a handbreadth of sky, apparent through the interlacing of the branches of the trees. At the end of the walks, evidently in great tribulation and uneasiness, the startled deer were seen hurrying to and fro, first stopping for a moment in the middle of the path, and then raising their heads, they fled with the speed of an arrow, or bounded into the depths of the forest, where they disappeared from view; now and then a rabbit of philosophical mien could be noticed quietly sitting upright, rubbing his muzzle with his fore-paws, and looking about inquiringly, as though wondering whether all these people, who were approaching in his direction, and who had just disturbed him in his meditations and his meal, were not followed by their dogs, or had not their guns under their arms. All alighted from their carriages as soon as they observed that the queen was doing so. Maria Theresa took the arm of one of her ladies of honor, and, with a side-glance toward the king, who did not perceive that he was in the slightest degree the object of the queen's attention, entered the forest by the first path before her. Two of the out-riders preceded her majesty with long poles, which they used for the purpose of putting the branches of the trees aside, or removing the bushes which might impede her progress. As soon as Madame alighted, she found the Comte de Guiche at her side, who bowed and placed himself at her disposal. Monsieur, delighted with his bath of the two previous days, had announced his preference for the river, and, having given De Guiche leave of absence, remained at the chateau with the Chevalier de Lorraine and Manicamp. He was not in the slightest degree jealous. He had been looked for to no purpose among those present; but as Monsieur was a man who thought a great deal of himself, and usually added very little to the general pleasure, his absence had rather been a subject of satisfaction than of regret. Every one had followed the example which the queen and Madame had set, doing just as they pleased, according as chance or fancy influenced them. The king, we have already observed, remained near Valliere, and, throwing himself off his horse at the moment the door of her carriage was opened, he offered her his hand to alight. Montalais and Tonnay-Charente immediately drew back and kept at a distance; the former from calculated, the latter from prudent, motives. There was this difference, however, between the two, that the one had withdrawn from a wish to please the king, the other for a very opposite reason. During the last half hour the weather also had undergone a change; the veil which had been spread over the sky, as if driven by a blast of heated air, had become massed together in the western part of the heavens; and afterward as if driven back by a current of air from the opposite direction, was now advancing slowly and heavily toward them. The approach of the storm could be felt, but as the king did not perceive it, no one thought it was right to do so. The promenade was therefore continued; some of the company, with minds ill at ease on the subject, raised their eyes from time to time toward the sky; others, even more timid still, walked about without wandering too far from the carriages, where they relied upon taking shelter in case the storm burst. The greater number of these, however, observing that the king fearlessly entered the wood with La Valliere, followed his majesty. The king, noticing this, took La Valliere's hand, and led her away by a side-path, where no one this time ventured to follow him.




  




   




  




  CHAPTER IV.




  THE SHOWER OF RAIN.




  At this moment, and in the same direction, too, that the king and La Valliere were proceeding, except that they were walking in the wood itself instead of following the path, two men were walking together, utterly indifferent to the appearance of the heavens. Their heads were bent down in the manner of people occupied with matters of great moment. They had not observed either De Guiche or Madame, or the king or La Valliere. Suddenly something passed through the air like a stream of fire, followed by a loud but distant rumbling noise.




  "Ah!" said one of them, raising his head, "here is the storm. Let us reach our carriages, my dear D'Herblay."




  Aramis looked inquiringly at the heavens. "There is no occasion to hurry yet," he said; and then, resuming the conversation where it had doubtlessly been interrupted, he said, "You were observing that the letter we wrote last evening must by this time have reached its destination?"




  "I was saying that she certainly has it."




  "Whom did you send it by?"




  "By my own servant, as I have already told you."




  "Did he bring back an answer?"




  "I have not seen him since; the young girl was probably in attendance on Madame, or was in her own room dressing, and he may have had to wait. Our time for leaving arrived, and we set off, of course: I cannot, therefore, know what is going on yonder."




  "Did you see the king before leaving?"




  "Yes."




  "How did he seem?"




  "Nothing could be better, or worse; according as he be sincere or hypocritical."




  "And the fete?"




  "Will take place in a month."




  "He invited himself, you say?"




  "With a pertinacity in which I detected Colbert's influence. But has not last night removed your illusions?"




  "What illusions?"




  "With respect to the assistance you may be able to give me in this circumstance."




  "No; I have passed the night writing, and all my orders are given."




  "Do not conceal it from yourself, D'Herblay, but the fete will cost some millions."




  "I will give six, do you on your side get two or three."




  "You are a wonderful man, my dear D'Herblay."




  Aramis smiled.




  "But," inquired Fouquet, with some remaining uneasiness, "how is it that, while now you are squandering millions in this manner, a few days ago you did not pay the fifty thousand francs to Baisemeaux out of your own pocket?"




  "Because a few days ago I was as poor as Job."




  "And to-day?"




  "To-day I am wealthier than the king himself."




  "Very well," said Fouquet; "I understand men pretty well; I know you are incapable of forfeiting your word; I do not wish to wrest your secret from you, and so let us talk no more about it."




  At this moment a dull, heavy rumbling was heard, which suddenly burst forth in a violent clap of thunder.




  "Oh, oh!" said Fouquet, "I was quite right in what I said."




  "Come," said Aramis, "let us rejoin the carriages."




  "We shall not have time," said Fouquet, "for here comes the rain."




  In fact, as he spoke, and as if the heavens were opened, a shower of large drops of rain was suddenly heard falling on the trees about them.




  "We shall have time," said Aramis, "to reach the carriages before the foliage becomes saturated."




  "It will be better," said Fouquet, "to take shelter somewhere—in a grotto, for instance."




  "Yes, but where are we to find a grotto?" inquired Aramis.




  "I know one," said Fouquet, smiling, "not ten paces from here." Then looking round about him, he added: "Yes, we are quite right."




  "You are very fortunate to have so good a memory said Aramis," smiling in his turn; "but are you not afraid that your coachman, finding we do not return, will suppose we have taken another road back, and that he will not follow the carriages belonging to the court?"




  "Oh, there is no fear of that," said Fouquet; "whenever I place my coachman and my carriage in any particular spot, nothing but an express order from the king could stir them; and more than that, too, it seems that we are not the only ones who have come so far, for I hear footsteps and the sound of voices."




  As he spoke, Fouquet, turning round, opened with his cane a mass of foliage which hid the path from his view. Aramis' glance as well as his own plunged at the same moment through the opening he had made.




  "A woman," said Aramis.




  "And a man," said Fouquet.




  "It is La Valliere and the king," they both exclaimed together.




  "Oh, oh!" said Aramis, "is his majesty aware of your cavern as well? I should not be astonished if he were, for he seems to be on very good terms with the nymphs of Fontainebleau."




  "It matters little," said Fouquet; "let us get there; if he is not aware of it we shall see what he will do; if he should know it, as it has two entrances, while he enters by one, we can leave by the other."




  "Is it far?" asked Aramis, "for the rain is beginning to penetrate."




  "We are there now," said Fouquet, as he put aside a few branches, and an excavation of the rock could be observed, which had been entirely concealed by heaths, ivy, and a thick covert of small shrubs.




  Fouquet led the way, followed by Aramis; but as the latter entered the grotto, he turned round, saying: "Yes, they are now entering the wood; and, see, they are bending their steps this way."




  "Very well; let us make room for them," said Fouquet, smiling and pulling Aramis by his cloak; "but I do not think the king knows of my grotto."




  "Yes," said Aramis, "they are looking about them, but it is only for a thicker tree."




  Aramis was not mistaken, the king's looks were directed upward, and not around him. He held La Valliere's arm within his own, and held her hand in his. La Valliere's feet began to slip on the damp grass. Louis again looked round him with greater attention than before, and perceiving an enormous oak with wide-spreading branches, he hurriedly drew La Valliere beneath its protecting shelter. The poor girl looked round her on all sides, and seemed half afraid, half desirous, of being followed. The king made her lean her back against the trunk of the tree, whose vast circumference, protected by the thickness of the foliage, was as dry as if at that moment the rain had not been falling in torrents. He himself remained standing before her with his head uncovered. After a few minutes, however, some drops of rain penetrated through the branches of the tree and fell on the king's forehead, who did not pay any attention to it.




  "Oh, sire!" murmured La Valliere, pushing the king's hat toward him. But the king simply bowed, and determinedly refused to cover his head.




  "Now or never is the time to offer your place," said Fouquet in Aramis' ear.




  "Now or never is the time to listen, and not lose a syllable of what they may have to say to each other," replied Aramis in Fouquet's ear.




  In fact, they both remained perfectly silent, and the king's voice reached them where they were.




  "Believe me," said the king, "I perceive, or rather I can imagine your uneasiness; believe how sincerely I regret to have isolated you from the rest of the company, and to have brought you, also, to a spot where you will be inconvenienced by the rain. You are wet already, and perhaps are cold, too?"




  "No, sire."




  "And yet you tremble?"




  "I am afraid, sire, that my absence may be misinterpreted; at a moment, too, when all the others are reunited."




  "I would not hesitate to propose returning to the carriages, Mademoiselle de la Valliere, but pray look and listen, and tell me if it be possible to attempt to make the slightest progress at the present?"




  In fact the thunder was still rolling, and the rain continued to fall in torrents.




  "Besides," continued the king, "no possible interpretation can be made which would be to your discredit. Are you not with the king of France; in other words, with the first gentleman of the kingdom?"




  "Certainly, sire," replied La Valliere, "and it is a very distinguished honor for me; it is not, therefore, for myself that I fear the interpretations that may be made."




  "For whom, then?"




  "For yourself, sire."




  "For me?" said the king, smiling; "I do not understand you."




  "Has your majesty already forgotten what took place yesterday evening in her highness's apartments?"




  "Oh! forget that, I beg, or allow me to remember it for no other purpose than to thank you once more for your letter, and—"




  "Sire," interrupted La Valliere, "the rain is falling, and your majesty's head is uncovered."




  "I entreat you not to think of anything but yourself."




  "Oh! I," said La Valliere, smiling, "I am a country girl, accustomed to roaming through the meadows of the Loire and the gardens of Blois, whatever the weather may be. And, as for my clothes," she added, looking at her simple muslin dress, "your majesty sees they do not run much risk."




  "Indeed, I have already noticed, more than once, that you owed nearly everything to yourself and nothing to your toilet. Your freedom from coquetry is one of your greatest charms in my eyes."




  "Sire, do not make me out better than I am, and say merely, 'You cannot be a coquette.'"




  "Why so?"




  "Because," said La Valliere, smiling, "I am not rich."




  "You admit, then," said the king, quickly, "that you have a love for beautiful things?"




  "Sire, I only regard those things as beautiful which are within my reach. Everything which is too highly placed for me—"




  "You are indifferent to?"




  "Is foreign to me, as being prohibited."




  "And I," said the king, "do not find that you are at my court on the footing you should be. The services of your family have not been sufficiently brought under my notice. The advancement of your family has been cruelly neglected by my uncle."




  "On the contrary, sire. His royal highness, the Duke of Orleans, had always been exceedingly kind toward M. de Saint-Remy, my father-in-law. The services rendered were humble, and, properly speaking, our services have been adequately recognized. It is not every one who is happy enough to find opportunities of serving his sovereign with distinction. I have no doubt at all, that, if ever opportunities had been met with, my family's actions would; but that happiness has never been ours."




  "In that case, Mademoiselle de la Valliere, it belongs to kings to repair the want of opportunity, and most delightedly do I undertake to repair, in your instance, and with the least possible delay, the wrongs of fortune toward you."




  "Nay, sire," cried La Valliere, eagerly; "leave things, I beg, as they now are."




  "Is it possible! you refuse what I ought, and what I wish to do for you?"




  "All I desired has been granted me, when the honor was conferred upon me of forming one of Madame's household."




  "But if you refuse for yourself, at least accept for your family."




  "Your generous intention, sire, bewilders and makes me apprehensive, for, in doing for my family what your kindness urges you to do, your majesty will raise up enemies for us, and enemies for yourself too. Leave me in my mediocrity, sire; of all the feelings and sentiments I experience, leave me to enjoy that pleasing delicacy of disinterestedness."




  "The sentiments you express," said the king, "are indeed admirable."




  "Quite true," murmured Aramis in Fouquet's ear, "and he cannot be accustomed to them."




  "But," replied Fouquet, "suppose she were to make a similar reply to my letter."




  "True!" said Aramis, "let us not anticipate, but wait the conclusion."




  "And then, dear Monsieur d'Herblay," added the surintendant, hardly able to appreciate the sentiments which La Valliere had just expressed, "it is very often a sound calculation to seem disinterested with monarchs."




  "Exactly what I was thinking this very minute," said Aramis. "Let us listen."




  The king approached nearer to La Valliere, and as the rain dripped more and more through the foliage of the oak, he held his hat over the head of the young girl, who raised her beautiful blue eyes toward the royal hat which sheltered her, and shook her head, sighing deeply as she did so.




  "What melancholy thought," said the king, "can possibly reach your heart when I place mine as a rampart before it?"




  "I will tell you, sire. I had already once before broached this question, which is so difficult for a young girl of my age to discuss, but your majesty imposed silence on me. Your majesty belongs not to yourself alone, you are married; and every sentiment which would separate your majesty from the queen, in leading your majesty to take notice of me, will be a source of the profoundest sorrow for the queen." The king endeavored to interrupt the young girl, but she continued with a suppliant gesture. "The Queen Maria, with an attachment which can be so well understood, follows with her eyes every step of your majesty which separates you from her. Happy enough in having had her fate united to your own, she weepingly implores Heaven to preserve you to her, and is jealous of the faintest throb of your heart bestowed elsewhere." The king again seemed anxious to speak, but again did La Valliere venture to prevent him.—"Would it not, therefore, be a most blameable action," she continued, "if your majesty, a witness of this anxious and disinterested affection, gave the queen any cause for her jealousy? Forgive me, sire, for the expression I have used. I well know it is impossible, or rather that it would be impossible, that the greatest queen of the whole world could be jealous of a poor girl like myself. But, though a queen, she is still a woman, and her heart, like that of any of her sex, cannot close itself against the suspicions which such as are evilly disposed insinuate. For Heaven's sake, sire, think no more of me, I am unworthy of your regard."




  "Do you know that in speaking as you have done you change my esteem for you into admiration?"




  "Sire, you assume my words to be contrary to the truth; you suppose me to be better than I really am, and attach a greater merit to me than God ever intended should be the case. Spare me, sire; for, did I not know that your majesty was the most generous man in your kingdom, I should believe you were jesting."




  "You do not, I know, fear such a thing; I am quite sure of that," exclaimed Louis.




  "I shall be obliged to believe it, if your majesty continues to hold such language toward me."




  "I am most unhappy, then," said the king, in a tone of regret which was not assumed: "I am the unhappiest prince in the whole Christian world, since I am powerless to induce belief in my words in one whom I love the best in the wide world, and who almost breaks my heart by refusing to credit my regard for her."




  "Oh, sire!" said La Valliere, gently putting the king aside, who had approached nearer to her, "I think the storm has passed away now, and the rain has ceased." At the very moment, however, as the poor girl, fleeing, as it were, from her own heart, which doubtlessly throbbed too much in unison with the king's, uttered these words, the storm undertook to contradict her. A bluish flash of lightning illumined the forest with a wild, weird-like glare, and a peal of thunder, like a discharge of artillery, burst over their very heads, as if the height of the oak which sheltered them had attracted the storm. The young girl could not repress a cry of terror. The king with one hand drew her toward his heart, and stretched the other above her head, as though to shield her from the lightning. A moment's silence ensued, as the group, delightful as everything young and loving is delightful, remained motionless, while Fouquet and Aramis contemplated it in attitudes as motionless as La Valliere and the king. "Oh, sire, sire!" murmured La Valliere, "do you hear?" and her head fell upon his shoulder.




  "Yes," said the king. "You see the storm has not passed away."




  "It is a warning, sire." The king smiled. "Sire, it is the voice of Heaven in anger."




  "Be it so," said the king. "I agree to accept that peal of thunder as a warning, and even as a menace, if, in five minutes from the present moment, it is renewed with equal violence; but if not, permit me to think that the storm is a storm simply, and nothing more." And the king, at the same moment, raised his head, as if to interrogate the heavens. But, as if the remark had been heard and accepted, during the five minutes which elapsed after the burst of thunder which had alarmed them no renewed repeal was heard; and when the thunder was again heard, it was passing away in so audible a manner, as if, during those same five minutes, the storm, put to flight, had traversed the heavens with the speed of the wings of the wind. "Well, Louise," said the king, in a low tone of voice, "will you still threaten me with the anger of Heaven? and, since you wished to regard the storm as a presentiment, will you still believe that presentiment to be one of misfortune?"




  The young girl looked up, and saw that while they had been talking the rain had penetrated the foliage above them, and was trickling down the king's face. "Oh, sire, sire!" she exclaimed, in accents of eager apprehension, which greatly agitated the king. "It is for me," she murmured, "that the king remains thus uncovered, and exposed to the rain. What am I, then?"




  "You are, you perceive," said the king, "the divinity who dissipates the storm, and brings back fine weather." In fact, a ray of sunlight streamed through the forest, and caused the rain-drops which rested upon the leaves, or fell vertically among the openings in the branches of the trees, to glisten like diamonds.




  "Sire," said La Valliere, almost overcome, but making a powerful effort over herself, "think of the anxieties your majesty will have to submit to on my account. At this very moment they are seeking you in every direction. The queen must be full of uneasiness; and Madame—oh, Madame!" the young girl exclaimed, with an expression which almost resembled terror.




  This name had a certain effect upon the king. He started, and disengaged himself from La Valliere, whom he had, till that moment, held pressed against his heart. He then advanced toward the path, in order to look round, and returned, somewhat thoughtfully, to La Valliere. "Madame, did you say?" he remarked.




  "Yes, Madame; she, too, is jealous," said La Valliere, with a marked tone of voice; and her eyes, so timorous in their expression, and so modestly fugitive in their glance, for a moment ventured to look inquiringly in the king's eyes.




  "Still," returned Louis, making an effort over himself, "it seems to me that Madame has no reason, no right to be jealous of me."




  "Alas!" murmured La Valliere.




  "Are you, too," said the king, almost in a tone of reproach, "are you among those who think the sister has a right to be jealous of the brother?"




  "It is not for me, sire, to penetrate your majesty's secrets."




  "You do believe it, then?" exclaimed the king.




  "I do believe Madame is jealous, sire," La Valliere replied, firmly.




  "Is it possible," said the king, with some anxiety, "that you have perceived it, then, from her conduct toward you? Have her manners in any way been such toward you that you can attribute them to the jealousy you speak of?"




  "Not at all, sire; I am of so little importance."




  "Oh! if it were really the case—" exclaimed Louis, violently.




  "Sire," interrupted the young girl, "it has ceased raining; some one is coming, I think." And, forgetful of all etiquette, she had seized the king by the arm.




  "Well," replied the king, "let them come. Who is there who would venture to think I had done wrong in remaining alone with Mademoiselle de la Valliere?"




  "For pity's sake, sire! they will think it strange to see you wet through in this manner, and that you should have run such risk for me."




  "I have simply done my duty as a gentleman," said Louis; "and woe to him who may fail in his, in criticising his sovereign's conduct." In fact, at this moment, a few eager and curious faces were seen in the walk, as if engaged in a search, and who, observing the king and La Valliere, seemed to have found what they were seeking. They were some of the courtiers who had been sent by the queen and Madame, and who immediately uncovered themselves, in token of having perceived his majesty. But Louis, notwithstanding La Valliere's confusion, did not quit his respectful and tender attitude. Then, when all the courtiers were assembled in the walk—when every one had been able to perceive the mark of deference with which he had treated the young girl, by remaining standing and bareheaded during the storm—he offered her his arm, led her toward the group who were waiting, recognized by an inclination of the head the respectful salutations which were paid him on all sides; and, still holding his hat in his hand, he conducted her to her carriage. And, as the rain still continued to fall—a last adieu of the disappearing storm—the other ladies, whom respect had prevented getting into their carriages before the king, remained, and altogether unprotected by hood and cloak, exposed to the rain from which the king, with his hat over her, was protecting, as much as he was able, the humblest among them. The queen and Madame must, like the others, have witnessed this exaggerated courtesy of the king. Madame was so disconcerted at it that she touched the queen with her elbow, saying at the same time, "Look there, look there!"




  The queen closed her eyes, as if she had been suddenly seized with a fainting attack. She lifted her hand to her face and entered her carriage, Madame following her. The king again mounted his horse, and without showing a preference for any particular carriage-door, he returned to Fontainebleau, the reins hanging over his horse's neck, absorbed in thought. As soon as the crowd had disappeared, and the sound of the horses and carriages grew fainter in the distance, and when they were certain, in fact, that no one could see them, Aramis and Fouquet came out of their grotto, and both of them in silence passed slowly on toward the walk. Aramis looked most narrowly not only at the whole extent of the open space stretching out before and behind him, but even into the very depths of the wood.




  "Monsieur Fouquet," he said, when he had quite satisfied himself that they were alone, "we must get back, at any cost, the letter you wrote to La Valliere."




  "That will be easy enough," said Fouquet, "if my servant has not given it to her."




  "In any case, it must be done; do you understand?"




  "Yes; the king is in love with this girl, you mean?"




  "Exceedingly so; and what is worse is that, on her side, the girl is passionately attached to the king."




  "As much as to say that we must change our tactics, I suppose?"




  "Not a doubt of it; you have no time to lose. You must see La Valliere, and, without thinking any more of becoming her lover, which is out of the question, must declare yourself her dearest friend and her most humble servant."




  "I will do so," replied Fouquet, "and without the slightest feeling of disinclination, for she seems a good-hearted girl."




  "Or a clever one," said Aramis; "but in that case the greater reason." Then he added, after a moment's pause, "If I am not mistaken, that girl will become the strongest passion of the king. Let us return to our carriage, and, as fast as possible, to the chateau."




  




   




  




  CHAPTER V.




  TOBY.




  Two hours after the surintendant's cortege had set off by Aramis' directions, conveying them both toward Fontainebleau with the fleetness of the clouds, which the last breath of the tempest was hurrying across the face of the heavens, La Valliere was closeted in her own apartment, with a simple muslin wrapper round her, having just finished a slight repast, which was placed upon a small marble table. Suddenly the door was opened, and a servant entered to announce M. Fouquet, who had called to request permission to pay his respects to her. She made him repeat the message twice over, for the poor girl only knew M. Fouquet by name, and could not conceive what she could possibly have to do with a surintendant of finances. However, as he might possibly come from the king—and, after the conversation we have recorded, it was very likely—she glanced at her mirror, drew out still more the long ringlets of her hair, and desired him to be admitted. La Valliere could not, however, refrain from a certain feeling of uneasiness. A visit from the surintendant was not an ordinary event in the life of any woman attached to the court. Fouquet, so notorious for his generosity, his gallantry, and his sensitive delicacy of feeling with regard to women generally, had received more invitations than he had requested audiences. In many houses the presence of the surintendant had been significant of fortune; in many hearts, of love. Fouquet entered the apartment with a manner full of respect, presenting himself with that ease and gracefulness of manner which was the distinctive characteristic of the men of eminence of that period, and which at the present day seems no longer to be understood, even in the portraits of the period in which the painter has endeavored to recall them into being. La Valliere acknowledged the ceremonious salutation which Fouquet addressed to her by a gentle inclination of the head and motioned him to a seat. But Fouquet, with a bow, said, "I will not sit down until you have pardoned me."




  "I?" asked La Valliere; "pardoned what?"




  Fouquet fixed a most piercing look upon the young girl, and fancied he could perceive in her face nothing but the most unaffected surprise. "I observe," he said, "that you have as much generosity as intelligence, and I read in your eyes the forgiveness I solicit. A pardon pronounced by your lips is insufficient for me, and I need the forgiveness of your heart and mind."




  "Upon my honor, monsieur," said La Valliere, "I assure you most positively I do not understand your meaning."




  "Again, that is a delicacy on your part which charms me," replied Fouquet, "and I see you do not wish me to blush before you."




  "Blush! blush before me? Why should you blush?"




  "Can I have deceived myself?" said Fouquet; "and can I have been happy enough not to have offended you by my conduct toward you?"




  "Really, monsieur," said La Valliere, shrugging her shoulders, "you speak in enigmas, and I suppose I am too ignorant to understand you."




  "Be it so," said Fouquet, "I will not insist. Tell me only, I entreat you, that I may rely upon your full and complete forgiveness."




  "I have but one reply to make to you, monsieur," said La Valliere, somewhat impatiently, "and I hope that will satisfy you. If I knew the wrong you have done me, I would forgive you, and I would do so with still greater reason since I am ignorant of the wrong you allude to."




  Fouquet bit his lips, as Aramis would have done. "In that case," he said, "I may hope that, notwithstanding what has happened, our good understanding will remain undisturbed, and that you will kindly confer the favor upon me of believing in my respectful friendship."




  La Valliere fancied that she now began to understand, and said to herself, "I should not have believed M. Fouquet so eager to seek the source of a favor so very recent," and then added aloud, "Your friendship, monsieur! you offer me your friendship! The honor, on the contrary, is mine, and I feel overpowered by it."




  "I am aware," replied Fouquet, "that the friendship of the master may appear more brilliant and desirable than that of the servant, but I assure you the latter will be quite as devoted, quite as faithful, and altogether disinterested."




  La Valliere bowed, for, in fact, the voice of the surintendant seemed to convey both conviction and real devotion in its tone, and she held out her hand to him, saying, "I believe you."




  Fouquet eagerly look hold of the young girl's hand. "You see no difficulty, therefore," he added, "in restoring me that unhappy letter?"




  "What letter?" inquired La Valliere.




  Fouquet interrogated her with his most searching gaze, as he had already done before, but the same innocent expression, the same candid look, met his. "I am obliged to confess," he said, after this denial, "that your system is the most delicate in the world, and I should not feel I was a man of honor and uprightness if I were to suspect anything from a woman so generous as yourself."




  "Really, Monsieur Fouquet," replied La Valliere, "it is with profound regret I am obliged to repeat that I absolutely understand nothing of what you refer to."




  "In fact, then, upon your honor, mademoiselle, you have not received any letter from me?"




  "Upon my honor, none," replied La Valliere, firmly.




  "Very well, that is quite sufficient; permit me, then, to renew the assurance of my utmost esteem and respect," said Fouquet. Then, bowing, he left the room to seek Aramis, who was waiting for him in his own apartment, and leaving La Valliere to ask herself whether the surintendant had not lost his senses.




  "Well!" inquired Aramis, who was impatiently waiting Fouquet's return, "are you satisfied with the favorite?"




  "Enchanted," replied Fouquet; "she is a woman full of intelligence and fine feeling."




  "She did not get angry, then?"




  "Far from that, she did not even seem to understand."




  "To understand what?"




  "To understand that I had written to her."




  "She must, however, have understood you sufficiently to give the letter back to you, for I presume she returned it."




  "Not at all."




  "At least, you satisfied yourself that she had burned it."




  "My dear Monsieur d'Herblay, I have been playing at cross purposes for more than an hour, and, however amusing it may be, I begin to have had enough of this game. So understand me thoroughly: the girl pretended not to understand what I was saying to her: she denied having received any letter; therefore, having positively denied its receipt, she was unable either to return or burn it."




  "Oh! oh!" said Aramis, with uneasiness, "what is that you say?"




  "I say that she swore most positively she had not received any letter."




  "That is too much. And you not insist?"




  "On the contrary, I did insist, almost impertinently so, even."




  "And she persisted in her denial?"




  "Unhesitatingly."




  "And she did not contradict herself once?"




  "Not once."




  "But, in that case, then, you have left our letter in her hands?"




  "How could I do otherwise?"




  "Oh! it was a great mistake."




  "What the deuce would you have done in my place?"




  "One could not force her, certainly, but it is very embarrassing; such a letter ought not remain in existence against us."




  "Oh! the young girl's disposition is generosity itself; I looked at her eyes, and I can read eyes well."




  "You think she can be relied upon?"




  "From my heart I do."




  "Well, I think we are mistaken."




  "In what way?"




  "I think that, in point of fact, as she herself told you, she did not receive the letter."




  "What! do you suppose—?"




  "I suppose that, from some motive, of which we know nothing, your man did not deliver the letter to her."




  Fouquet rang the bell. A servant appeared. "Send Toby here," he said. A moment afterward a man made his appearance, with an anxious restless look, shrewd expression of the mouth, with short arms, and his back somewhat bent. Aramis fixed a penetrating look upon him.




  "Will you allow me to interrogate him myself?" inquired Aramis.




  "Do so," said Fouquet.




  Aramis was about to say something to the lackey, when he paused.




  "No," he said; "he would see that we attach too much importance to his answer, question him yourself; I will pretend to write." Aramis accordingly placed himself at a table, his back turned toward the old attendant, whose every gesture and look he watched in a looking-glass opposite to him.




  "Come here, Toby," said Fouquet to the valet, who approached with a tolerably firm step. "How did you execute my commission?" inquired Fouquet.




  "In the usual way, monseigneur," replied the man.




  "But how, tell me?"




  "I succeeded in penetrating as far as Mademoiselle de la Valliere's apartment; but she was at mass, and so I placed the note on her toilet-table. Is not that what you told me to do?"




  "Precisely; and is that all?"




  "Absolutely all, monseigneur."




  "No one was there?"




  "No one."




  "Did you conceal yourself as I told you?"




  "Yes."




  "And she returned?"




  "Ten minutes afterward."




  "And no one could have taken the letter?"




  "No one; for no one entered the room."




  "From the outside, but from the interior?"




  "From the place where I was secreted I could see to the very end of the room."




  "Now, listen to me," said Fouquet, looking fixedly at the lackey; "if this letter did not reach its proper destination, confess it; for, if a mistake has been made, your head shall be the forfeit."




  Toby started, but immediately recovered himself. "Monseigneur," he said, "I placed the letter on the very place I told you; and I ask only half an hour to prove to you that the letter is in Mademoiselle de la Valliere's hands, or to bring you back the letter itself."




  Aramis looked at the valet scrutinizingly. Fouquet was ready in placing confidence in people, and for twenty years this man had served him faithfully. "Go," he said; "but bring me the proof you speak of." The lackey quitted the room.




  "Well, what do you think of it?" inquired Fouquet of Aramis.




  "I think that you must, by some means or another, assure yourself of the truth, either that the letter has or has not reached La Valliere; that, in the first case, La Valliere must return it to you, or satisfy you by burning it in your presence; that, in the second, you must have the letter back again, even were it to cost you a million. Come, is not that your opinion?"




  "Yes; but still, my dear bishop, I believe you are exaggerating the position of affairs."




  "Blind, how blind you are!" murmured Aramis.




  "La Valliere," returned Fouquet, "whom we assume to be a politician of the greatest ability, is simply nothing more than a coquette, who hopes that I shall pay my court to her, because I have already done so, and who, now that she has received a confirmation of the king's regard, hopes to keep me in leading strings with the letter. It is natural enough!"




  Aramis shook his head.




  "Is not that your opinion?" said Fouquet.




  "She is not a coquette," he replied.




  "Allow me to tell you—"




  "Oh! I am well enough acquainted with women who are coquettes," said Aramis.




  "My dear friend!"




  "It is a long time ago since I finished my studies, you mean. But women do not change."




  "True; but men change, and you at the present day are far more suspicious than you formerly were." And then, beginning to laugh, he added, "Come, if La Valliere is willing to love me only to the extent of a third and the king two-thirds, do you think the condition acceptable?"




  Aramis rose impatiently. "La Valliere," he said, "has never loved, and will never love any one but the king."




  "At all events," said Fouquet, "what would you do?"




  "Ask me rather what I would have done?"




  "Well, what would you have done?"




  "In the first place, I should not have allowed that man to go."




  "Toby!"




  "Yes; Toby is a traitor. Nay, I am sure of it, and I would not have let him go until he had told me the truth."




  "There is still time. I will recall him, and do you question him in your turn."




  "Agreed."




  "But I assure you it is quite useless. He has been with me for the last twenty years, and has never made the slightest mistake, and yet," added Fouquet, laughing, "it has been easy enough."




  "Still, call him back. This morning I fancy I saw that face in earnest conversation with one of M. Colbert's men."




  "Where was that?"




  "Opposite the stables."




  "Bah! all my people are at daggers drawn with that fellow."




  "I saw him, I tell you, and his face, which I ought not to have recognized when he entered just now, struck me in a disagreeable manner."




  "Why did you not say something, then, while he was here?"




  "Because it is only at this very minute that my memory is clear upon the subject."




  "Really," said Fouquet, "you alarm me." And he again rang the bell.




  "Provided that it is not already too late," said Aramis.




  Fouquet once more rang impatiently. The valet usually in attendance appeared. "Toby!" said Fouquet, "send Toby." The valet again shut the door.




  "You leave me at perfect liberty, I suppose?"




  "Entirely so."




  "I may employ all means, then, to ascertain the truth."




  "All."




  "Intimidation, even?"




  "I constitute you public prosecutor in my place."




  They waited ten minutes longer, but uselessly, and Fouquet, thoroughly out of patience, again rang loudly. "Toby!" he exclaimed.




  "Monseigneur," said the valet, "they are looking for him."




  "He cannot be far distant, I have not given him any commission to execute."




  "I will go and see, monseigneur," replied the valet, as he closed the door. Aramis, during this interval, walked impatiently but silently up and down the cabinet. Again they waited another ten minutes. Fouquet rang in a manner to awaken the very dead. The valet again presented himself, trembling in a way to induce a belief that he was the bearer of bad news.




  "Monseigneur is mistaken," he said, before even Fouquet could interrogate him; "you must have given Toby some commission, for he has been to the stables and taken your lordship's swiftest horse, and saddled it himself."




  "Well?"




  "And he has gone off."




  "Gone!" exclaimed Fouquet. "Let him be pursued, let him be captured."




  "Nay, nay," said Aramis, taking him by the hand, "be calm, the evil is done now."




  "The evil is done, you say?"




  "No doubt; I was sure of it. And now, let us give no cause for suspicion; we must calculate the result of the blow, and ward it off, if possible."




  "After all," said Fouquet, "the evil is not great."




  "You think so," said Aramis.




  "Of course. Surely a man is allowed to write a love-letter to a woman."




  "A man, certainly; a subject, no; especially, too, when the woman in question is one with whom the king is in love."




  "But the king was not in love with La Valliere a week ago! he was not in love with her yesterday, and the letter is dated yesterday; I could not guess the king was in love, when the king's affection was not even yet in existence."




  "As you please," replied Aramis; "but unfortunately the letter is not dated, and it is that circumstance particularly which annoys me. If it had only been dated yesterday, I should not have the slightest shadow of uneasiness on your account." Fouquet shrugged his shoulders.




  "Am I not my own master," he said, "and is the king, then, king of my brain and of my flesh?"




  "You are right," replied Aramis; "do not let us give more importance to matters than is necessary; and besides ... Well, if we are menaced, we have means of defense."




  "Oh! menaced!" said Fouquet; "you do not place this gnat bite, as it were, among the number of menaces which may compromise my fortunes and my life, do you?"




  "Do not forget, Monsieur Fouquet, that the bite of an insect can kill a giant, if the insect be venomous."




  "But has this sovereign power you were speaking of already vanished?"




  "I am all-powerful, it is true, but I am not immortal."




  "Come, then, the most pressing matter is to find Toby again, I suppose. Is not that your opinion?"




  "Oh! as for that, you will not find him again," said Aramis, "and if he were of any great value to you, you must give him up for lost."




  "At all events he is somewhere or another in the world," said Fouquet.




  "You're right, let me act," replied Aramis.




  




  




  CHAPTER VI.




  MADAME'S FOUR CHANCES.




  Anne of Austria had begged the young queen to pay her a visit. For some time past suffering most acutely, and losing both her youth and beauty with that rapidity which signalizes the decline of women for whom life has been a long contest, Anne of Austria had, in addition to her physical sufferings, to experience the bitterness of being no longer held in any esteem, except as a living remembrance of the past, amid the youthful beauties, wits, and influences of her court. Her physician's opinions, her mirror also, grieved her far less than the inexorable warnings which the society of the courtiers afforded, who, like the rats in a ship, abandon the hold in which the water is on the point of penetrating, owing to the ravages of decay. Anne of Austria did not feel satisfied with the time her eldest son devoted to her. The king, a good son, more from affectation than from affection, had at first been in the habit of passing an hour in the morning and one in the evening with his mother; but, since he had himself undertaken the conduct of state affairs, the duration of the morning and evening's visit had been reduced to half; and then, by degrees, the morning visit had been suppressed altogether. They met at mass; the evening visit was replaced by a meeting, either at the king's assembly, or at Madame's, which the queen attended obligingly enough, out of regard to her two sons. The result was that Madame had acquired an immense influence over the court, which made her apartments the true royal place of meeting. This, Anne of Austria had perceived; feeling herself to be suffering, and condemned by her sufferings to frequent retirement, she was distressed at the idea that the greater part of her future days and evenings would pass away solitary, useless, and in despondency. She recalled with terror the isolation in which Cardinal Richelieu had formerly left her, those dreaded and insupportable evenings during which, however, she had her youth and beauty, which are always accompanied by hope, to console her. She next formed the project of transporting the court to her own apartments, and of attracting Madame, with her brilliant escort, to her gloomy and already sorrowful abode, where the widow of a king of France, and the mother of a king of France, was reduced to console, in her anticipated widowhood, the always weeping wife of a king of France.




  Anne began to reflect. She had intrigued a good deal in her life. In the good times past, when her youthful mind nursed projects which were invariably successful, she then had by her side to stimulate her ambition and her love, a friend of her own sex, more eager, more ambitious, than herself—a friend who had loved her, a rare circumstance at court, and whom some petty considerations had removed from her forever. But for many years past—except Madame de Motteville, and except La Molena, her Spanish nurse, a confidante in her character of countrywoman and woman too—who could boast of having given good advice to the queen? Who, too, among all the youthful heads there, could recall the past for her—that past in which alone she lived? Anne of Austria remembered Madame de Chevreuse, in the first place exiled rather by her wish than the king's, and then dying in exile, the wife of a gentleman of obscure birth and position. She asked herself what Madame de Chevreuse would formerly have advised her in a similar circumstance, in their mutual difficulties arising from their intrigues; and, after serious reflection, it seemed as if the clever, subtle mind of her friend, full of experience and sound judgment, answered her in her ironical tone of voice: "All these insignificant young people are poor and greedy of gain. They require gold and incomes to keep alive their means of amusement; it is by interest you must gain them over." And Anne of Austria adopted this plan. Her purse was well filled, and she had at her disposal a considerable sum of money, which had been amassed by Mazarin for her, and lodged in a place of safety. She possessed the most magnificent jewels in France, and especially pearls of a size so large, that they made the king sigh every time he saw them, because the pearls of his crown were like millet-seed compared to them. Anne of Austria had neither beauty nor charms any longer at her disposal. She gave out, therefore, that her wealth was great, and as an inducement for others to visit her apartments, she let it be known that there were good gold crowns to be won at play, or that handsome presents were likely to be made on days when all went well with her: or windfalls, in the shape of annuities which she had wrung from the king by entreaty, and which she determined to do to maintain her credit. And, in the first place, she tried these means upon Madame, because, to gain her consent was of more importance than anything else. Madame, notwithstanding the bold confidence with which her wit and beauty inspired her, blindly ran head foremost into the net which had been stretched out to catch her. Enriched by degrees by these presents and transfers of property, she took a fancy to these inheritances by anticipation. Anne of Austria adopted the same means toward Monsieur, and even toward the king himself. She instituted lotteries in her apartments. The day on which the present chapter opens, invitations had been issued for a late supper in the queen-mother's apartments, as she intended that two beautiful diamond bracelets of exquisite workmanship should be put into lottery. The medallions were antique cameos of the greatest value; the diamonds, in point of intrinsic value, did not represent a very considerable amount, but the originality and rarity of the workmanship were such, that every one at court not only wished to possess the bracelets, but even to see the queen herself wear them; for, on the days she wore them, it was considered as a favor to be admitted to admire them in kissing her hands. The courtiers had, even with regard to this subject, adopted various expressions of gallantry to establish the aphorism, that the bracelets would have been priceless in value if they had not been unfortunate enough to be placed in contact with arms as beautiful as the queen's. This compliment had been honored by a translation into all the languages of Europe, and numerous were the verses in Latin and French which had been circulated on the subject. The day that Anne of Austria had selected for the lottery was a decisive moment; the king had not been near his mother for a couple of days; Madame, after the great scene of the Dryads and Naiads, was sulking by herself. The king's fit of sulkiness was over, but his mind was absorbingly occupied by a circumstance which raised him above the stormy disputes and the giddy pleasures of the court.




  Anne of Austria effected a diversion by the announcement of the famous lottery to take place in her apartments on the following evening. With this object in view, she saw the young queen, whom, as we have already seen, she had invited to pay her a visit in the morning. "I have good news to tell you," she said to her, "the king has been saying the most tender things about you. He is young, you know, and easily drawn away; but so long as you keep near me, he will not venture to keep away from you, to whom, besides, he is most warmly and affectionately attached. I intend to have a lottery this evening, and shall expect to see you."




  "I have heard," said the young queen, with a sort of timid reproach, "that your majesty intends to put in lottery those beautiful bracelets whose rarity is so great that we ought not to allow them to pass out of the custody of the crown, even were there no other reason than that they had once belonged to you."




  "My daughter," said Anne of Austria, who read the young queen's thoughts, and wished to console her for not having received the bracelets as a present, "it is positively necessary that I should induce Madame to pass her time always in my apartments."




  "Madame!" said the young-queen, blushing.




  "Of course; would you not prefer to have a rival near you, whom you could watch and rule over, than to know that the king is with her, always as ready to flirt with, as to be flirted with by her. The lottery I have proposed is my means of attraction for that purpose: do you blame me?"




  "Oh, no!" returned Maria-Theresa, clapping her hands with a childlike expression of delight.




  "And you no longer regret, then, that I did not give you these bracelets, as I had at first intended to do?"




  "Oh, no, no!"




  "Very well; make yourself look as beautiful as possible, that our supper may be very brilliant; the gayer you seem, the more charming you appear, and you will eclipse all the ladies present as much by your brilliancy as by your rank."




  Maria-Theresa left full of delight. An hour afterward, Anne of Austria received a visit from Madame, whom she covered with caresses, saying, "Excellent news! the king is charmed with my lottery."




  "But I," replied Madame, "am not quite so charmed; to see such beautiful bracelets on any one's arms but yours or mine, is what I cannot reconcile myself to do."




  "Well, well," said Anne of Austria, concealing by a smile a violent pang which she had just experienced, "do not alarm yourself, young lady, and do not look at things in the worst light immediately."




  "Ah, madame, fortune is blind, and I am told there are two hundred tickets."




  "Quite as many as that; but you cannot surely forget that there can only be one winner."




  "No doubt. But who will that be? can you tell?" said Madame, in despair.




  "You remind me that I had a dream last night; my dreams are always good—I sleep so little."




  "What was your dream?—But are you suffering?"




  "No," said the queen, stifling with wonderful command the torture of a renewed attack of shooting pains in her bosom; "I dreamed that the king won the bracelets."




  "The king?"




  "You are going to ask me, I think, what the king could possibly do with the bracelets?"




  "Yes."




  "And you would not add, perhaps, that it would be very fortunate if the king were really to win, for he would be obliged to give the bracelets to some one else."




  "To restore them to you, for instance."




  "In which case I should immediately give them away; for you do not think, I suppose," said the queen, laughing, "that I have put these bracelets up to a lottery from necessity. My object was to give them without arousing any one's jealousy; but if fortune will not get me out of my difficulty—well, I will teach fortune a lesson—and I know very well to whom I intend to offer the bracelets." These words were accompanied by so expressive a smile, that Madame could not resist paying her by a grateful kiss.




  "But," added Anne of Austria, "do you not know as well as I do, that if the king were to win the bracelets he would not restore them to me?"




  "You mean he would give them to the queen?"




  "No; and for the very same reason that he would not give them back again to me; since, if I had wished to make the queen a present of them, I had no need of him for that purpose."




  Madame cast a side-glance upon the bracelets, which, in their casket, were dazzlingly exposed to view upon a table close beside her.




  "How beautiful they are," she said, sighing. "But stay," Madame continued, "we are quite forgetting that your majesty's dream is nothing but a dream."




  "I should be very much surprised," returned Anne of Austria, "if my dream were to deceive me; that has happened to me very seldom."




  "We may look upon you as a prophetess, then."




  "I have already said, that I dream but very rarely; but the coincidence of my dream about this matter, with my own ideas, is extraordinary! it agrees so wonderfully with my own views and arrangements."




  "What arrangements do you allude to?"




  "That you will win the bracelets, for instance."




  "In that case, it will not be the king."




  "Oh!" said Anne of Austria, "there is not such a very great distance between his majesty's heart and your own; for, are not you his sister, for whom he has a great regard? There is not, I repeat, so very wide a distance, that my dream can be pronounced false on that account. Come, let us reckon up the chances in its favor."




  "I will count them."




  "In the first place, we will begin with the dream. If the king wins, he is sure to give you the bracelets."




  "I admit that is one."




  "If you win them, they are yours."




  "Naturally! that may be admitted also."




  "Lastly;—if Monsieur were to win them!"




  "Oh!" said Madame, laughing heartily, "he would give them to the Chevalier de Lorraine."




  Anne of Austria laughed as heartily as her daughter-in-law; so much so, indeed, that her sufferings again returned, and made her turn suddenly pale in the very midst of her enjoyment.




  "What is the matter?" inquired Madame, almost terrified.




  "Nothing, nothing; a pain in my side. I have been laughing too much. We were at the fourth chance, I think."




  "I cannot see a fourth."




  "I beg your pardon; I am not excluded from the chance of winning, and if I be the winner, you are sure of me."




  "Oh! thank you, thank you!" exclaimed Madame.




  "I hope you look upon yourself as one whose chances are good, and that my dream now begins to assume the solid form of reality."




  "Yes, indeed; you give me both hope and confidence," said Madame, "and the bracelets won in this manner, will be a hundred times more precious to me."




  "Well! then, good-by, until this evening." And the two princesses separated. Anne of Austria, after her daughter-in-law had left her, said to herself, as she examined the bracelets, "They are, indeed, precious; since, by their means, this evening, I shall have won over a heart to my side, and, at the same time, shall have guessed a secret."




  Then, turning toward the deserted recess in her room, she said, addressing vacancy—"Is it not thus that you would have acted, my poor Chevreuse? Yes, yes; I know it is."




  And, like a perfume of days gone by, her youth, her imagination, and her happiness, seemed to return to her with the echo of this invocation.




  




   




  




  CHAPTER VII.




  THE LOTTERY.




  At eight o'clock in the evening, every one had assembled in the queen-mother's apartments. Anne of Austria, in full dress, beautiful still, from former loveliness, and from all the resources which coquetry can command at the hands of clever assistants, concealed, or rather pretended to conceal, from the crowd of young courtiers who surrounded her, and who still admired her, thanks to the combination of circumstances which we have indicated in the preceding chapter, the ravages, which were already visible, of the acute suffering to which she finally yielded a few years later. Madame, almost as great a coquette as Anne of Austria, and the queen, simple and natural as usual, were seated beside her, each contending for her good graces. The ladies of honor, united in a body, in order to resist with greater effect, and consequently with more success, the witty and lively conversations which the young men held about them, were enabled like a battalion formed in square, to offer each other the means of attack and defense which were thus at their command. Montalais, learned in that species of warfare which consists of a skirmishing character, protected the whole line by the sort of rolling-fire which she directed against the enemy. Saint-Aignan, in utter despair at the rigor, which became insulting almost, from the very fact of her persisting in it, which Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente displayed, tried to turn his back upon her; but, overcome by the irresistible brilliancy of her large eyes, he, every moment, returned to consecrate his defeat by new submissions, to which Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente did not fail to reply by fresh acts of impertinence. Saint Aignan did not know which way to turn. La Valliere had about her, not exactly a court, but sprinklings of courtiers. Saint-Aignan, hoping by this maneuver to attract Athenaïs's attention toward him, had approached the young girl, and saluted her with a respect which induced some to believe that he wished to balance Athenaïs by Louise. But these were persons who had neither been witnesses of the scene during the shower, nor had heard it spoken of. But, as the majority was already informed, and well informed, too, on the matter, the acknowledged favor with which she was regarded, had attracted to her side some of the most astute, as well as the least sensible, members of the court. The former, because they said with Montainge, "What can we tell?" and the latter, who said with Rabelais, "It is likely." The greatest number had followed in the wake of the latter, just as in hunting five or six of the best hounds alone follow the scent of the animal hunted, while the remainder of the pack follow only the scent of the hounds. The two queens and Madame examined with particular attention the toilets of their ladies and maids of honor; and they condescended to forget they were queens in recollecting that they were women. In other words, they pitilessly tore in pieces every person there who wore a petticoat. The looks of both princesses simultaneously fell upon La Valliere, who, as we have just said, was completely surrounded at that moment. Madame knew not what pity was, and said to the queen-mother, as she turned toward her, "If fortune were just, she would favor that poor La Valliere."




  "That is not possible," said the queen-mother, smiling.




  "Why not?"




  "There are only two hundred tickets, so that it was not possible to inscribe every one's name on the list."




  "And hers is not there, then?"




  "No!"




  "What a pity! she might have won them, and then sold them."




  "Sold them!" exclaimed the queen.




  "Yes; it would have been a dowry for her, and she would not have been obliged to marry without her trousseau, as will probably be the case."




  "Really," answered the queen-mother, "poor little thing, has she no dresses, then?"




  And she pronounced these words like a woman who has never been able to understand the inconveniences of a slenderly filled purse.




  "Stay, look at her. Heaven forgive me, if she is not wearing the very same petticoat this evening that she had on this morning during the promenade, and which she managed to keep clean, thanks to the care the king took of her, in sheltering her from the rain."




  At the very moment Madame uttered these words the king entered the room. The two queens would not perhaps have observed his arrival, so completely were they occupied in their ill-natured remarks, had not Madame noticed that, all at once, La Valliere, who was standing up facing the gallery, exhibited certain signs of confusion, and then said a few words to the courtiers who surrounded her, who immediately dispersed. This movement induced Madame to look toward the door, and at that moment the captain of the guards announced the king. At this moment, La Valliere, who had hitherto kept her eyes fixed upon the gallery, suddenly cast them down as the king entered. His majesty was dressed magnificently and in the most perfect taste; he was conversing with Monsieur and the Duc de Roquelaure, Monsieur on his right and the Duc de Roquelaure on his left. The king advanced, in the first place, toward the queens, to whom he bowed with an air full of graceful respect. He took his mother's hand and kissed it, addressed a few compliments to Madame upon the beauty of her toilet, and then began to make the round of the assembly. La Valliere was saluted in the same manner as the others, but with neither more nor less attention. His majesty then returned to his mother and his wife. When the courtiers noticed that the king had only addressed some ordinary remark to the young girl who had been so particularly noticed in the morning, they immediately drew their own conclusion to account for this coldness of manner; this conclusion being, that although the king may have taken a sudden fancy to her, that fancy had already disappeared. One thing, however, must be remarked, that close beside La Valliere, among the number of the courtiers, M. Fouquet was to be seen; and his respectfully attentive manner served to sustain the young girl in the midst of the varied emotions which visibly agitated her.




  M. Fouquet was just on the point, moreover, of speaking in a more friendly manner with Mademoiselle de la Valliere, when M. de Colbert approached, and after having bowed to Fouquet with a formality which the rules of the most respectful politeness could require, he seemed to take up a post beside La Valliere, for the purpose of entering into conversation with her. Fouquet immediately quitted his place. These proceedings were eagerly devoured by the eyes of Montalais and Malicorne, who mutually exchanged their several observations on the subject. De Guiche, standing within the embrasure of one of the windows, saw no one but Madame. But as Madame, on her side, frequently glanced at La Valliere, De Guiche's eyes following Madame's, were from time to time cast upon the young girl. La Valliere instinctively felt herself sinking beneath the weight of all the different looks, inspired, some by interest, others by envy. She had nothing to compensate her for her sufferings, not a kind word from her companions, nor a look of affection from the king. No one could possibly express the misery the poor girl was suffering. The queen-mother next directed the small table to be brought forward, on which the lottery-tickets were placed, two hundred in number, and begged Madame de Motteville to read the list of the names. It was a matter of course that this list had been drawn out in strict accordance with the laws of etiquette; the king's name was first on the list, next the queen-mother, then the queen, Monsieur, Madame, and so on. All hearts throbbed anxiously as the list was read out; more than three hundred persons had been invited, and each of them was anxious to learn whether his or her name was likely to be found among the number of privileged names. The king listened with as much attention as the others, and when the last name had been pronounced, he noticed that La Valliere had been omitted from the list. Every one, of course, could remark this omission. The king flushed as if he had been much annoyed; but La Valliere, gentle and resigned, as usual, exhibited nothing of the sort. While the list was being read, the king had not taken his eyes off the young girl, who seemed to expand, as it were, beneath the happy influence she felt was shed around her, and who was delighted and too pure in spirit for any other thought than that of love to find an entrance either in her mind or her heart. Acknowledging this touching self-denial by the fixedness of his attention, the king showed La Valliere how much he appreciated its delicacy. When the list was finished, the different faces of those who had been omitted or forgotten fully expressed their disappointment. Malicorne also was forgotten among the number of men; and the grimace he made plainly said to Montalais, who was also forgotten, "Cannot we contrive to arrange matters with fortune in such a manner that she shall not forget us?" to which a smile full of intelligence from Mademoiselle Aure, replied, "Certainly we can."




  The tickets were distributed to each person according to the number held. The king received his first, next the queen-mother, then Monsieur, then the queen and Madame, and so on. After this, Anne of Austria opened a small Spanish leather bag, containing two hundred numbers engraved upon small balls of mother-of-pearl, and presented the open sack to the youngest of her maids of honor, for the purpose of taking one of the balls out of it. The eager expectation, amid all these tediously slow preparations, was rather that of avidity than of curiosity. Saint-Aignan bent toward Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente to whisper to her, "Since we have each a number, let us unite our two chances. The bracelet shall be yours if I win, and if you are successful, deign to give me but one look of your beautiful eyes."




  "No," said Athenaïs, "if you win the bracelet, keep it; every one for himself."




  "You are without any pity," said Saint-Aignan, "and I will punish you by a quatrain:—




  "'Beautiful Iris, to my vow


  You are too opposed—'"




  "Silence," said Athenaïs, "you will prevent me hearing the winning number."




  "Number one," said the young girl who had drawn the mother-of-pearl from the Spanish leather bag.




  "The king!" exclaimed the queen-mother.




  "The king has won!" repeated the queen, delightedly.




  "Oh! the king! your dream!" said Madame, joyously, in the ear of Anne of Austria.




  The king was the only one who did not exhibit any satisfaction. He merely thanked Fortune for what she had done for him, in addressing a slight salutation to the young girl who had been chosen as her proxy. Then, receiving from the hands of Anne of Austria, amid the eager desire of the whole assembly, the casket inclosing the bracelets, he said, "Are these bracelets really beautiful, then?"




  "Look at them," said Anne of Austria, "and judge for yourself."




  The king looked at them, and said, "Yes, indeed, an admirable medallion. What perfect finish!"




  "What perfect finish!" repeated Madame.




  Queen Maria-Theresa easily saw, and that, too, at the very first glance, that the king would not offer the bracelets to her; but, as he did not seem either the least degree in the world disposed to offer them to Madame, she felt almost satisfied, or nearly so. The king sat down. The most intimate among the courtiers approached, one by one, for the purpose of admiring more closely the beautiful piece of workmanship, which soon, with the king's permission, was handed about from person to person. Immediately, every one, connoisseurs or not, uttered various exclamations of surprise, and overwhelmed the king with congratulations. There was, in fact, something for everybody to admire—the brilliants for some, and the cutting for others. The ladies present visibly displayed their impatience to see such a treasure monopolized by the gentlemen.




  "Gentlemen, gentlemen," said the king, whom nothing escaped, "one would almost think that you wore bracelets as the Sabines used to do; hand them for a little while for the inspection of the ladies, who seem to me to have, and with far greater right, some excuse for understanding such matters better than you."




  These words appeared to Madame the commencement of a decision she expected. She gathered, besides, this happy belief from the glances of the queen-mother. The courtier who held them at the moment the king made this remark, amid the general agitation, hastened to place the bracelets in the hands of the queen, Maria-Theresa, who, knowing too well, poor woman, that they were not designed for her, hardly looked at them, and almost immediately passed them on to Madame. The latter, and—even more minutely than herself—Monsieur, gave the bracelets a long look of anxious and almost covetous desire. She then handed the jewels to those ladies who were near her, pronouncing this single word, but with an accent which was worth a long phrase, "Magnificent!"




  The ladies who had received the bracelets from Madame's hands looked at them as long as they chose to examine them, and then made them circulate by passing them on toward the right. During this time the king was tranquilly conversing with De Guiche and Fouquet, rather letting them talk than himself listening. Accustomed to the set form of ordinary phrases, his ear, like that of all men who exercise an incontestable superiority over others, merely selected from the conversations held in various directions the indispensable word which requires reply. His attention, however, was now elsewhere, for it wandered as his eyes did.




  Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente was the last of the ladies inscribed for tickets; and, as if she had ranked according to her name upon the list, she only had Montalais and La Valliere after her. When the bracelets reached these two latter, no one appeared to take any further notice of them. The humble hands which for a moment touched these jewels, deprived them of all their importance—a circumstance which did not, however, prevent Montalais from starting with joy, envy, and covetous desire, at the sight of the beautiful stones still more than at their magnificent workmanship. It is evident that if she were compelled to decide between the pecuniary value and the artistic beauty, Montalais would unhesitatingly have preferred diamonds to cameos, and her disinclination, therefore, to pass them to her companion, La Valliere, was very great. La Valliere fixed a look almost of indifference upon the jewels.




  "Oh, how beautiful, how magnificent these bracelets are!" exclaimed Montalais; "and yet you do not go into ecstasies about them, Louise! You are no true woman, I am sure."




  "Yes, I am indeed," replied the young girl, with an accent of the most charming melancholy; "but why desire that which cannot be ours?"




  The king, his head bent forward, listened to what the young girl was saying. Hardly had the vibration of her voice reached his ear than he rose radiant with delight, and passing across the whole assembly, from the place where he stood, to La Valliere, "You are mistaken, mademoiselle," he said; "you are a woman, and every woman has a right to wear jewels, which are a woman's property."




  "Oh, sire!" said La Valliere, "your majesty will not absolutely believe my modesty?"




  "I believe you possess every virtue, mademoiselle; frankness as well as every other; I entreat you, therefore, to say frankly what you think of these bracelets?"




  "That they are beautiful, sire, and cannot be offered to any other than a queen."




  "I am delighted that such is your opinion, mademoiselle; the bracelets are yours, and the king begs your acceptance of them."




  And as, with a movement almost resembling terror, La Valliere eagerly held out the casket to the king, the king gently pushed back La Valliere's trembling hand. A silence of astonishment, more profound than that of death, reigned in the assembly. And yet, from the side where the queens were, no one had heard what he had said, nor understood what he had done. A charitable friend, however, took upon herself to spread the news; it was Tonnay-Charente, to whom Madame had made a sign to approach.




  "Good heavens!" exclaimed Tonnay-Charente, "how happy that La Valliere is! the king has just given her the bracelets."




  Madame bit her lips to such a degree that the blood appeared upon the surface of the skin. The young queen looked first at La Valliere and then at Madame, and began to laugh. Anne of Austria rested her chin upon her beautiful white hand, and remained for a long time absorbed by a suspicion which disturbed her mind, and by a terrible pang which stung her heart. De Guiche, observing Madame turn pale, and guessing the cause of her change of color, abruptly quitted the assembly and disappeared. Malicorne was then able to approach Montalais very quietly, and under cover of the general din of conversation said to her:




  "Aure, you have our fortune and our future close beside you."




  "Yes," was her reply, as she tenderly embraced La Valliere, whom, inwardly, she was tempted to strangle.




  




   




  




  CHAPTER VIII.




  MALAGA.




  During the continuance of the long and violent debates between the opposite ambitions of the court and those of the heart, one of our characters, the least deserving of neglect, perhaps, was, however, very much neglected, very much forgotten, and exceedingly unhappy. In fact, D'Artagnan—D'Artagnan, we say, for we must call him by his name, to remind our readers of his existence—D'Artagnan, we repeat, had absolutely nothing whatever to do, amid this brilliant, light-hearted world of fashion. After having followed the king during two whole days at Fontainebleau, and having critically observed all the pastoral fancies and heroi-comic transformations of his sovereign, the musketeer felt that he needed something more than this to satisfy the cravings of his existence. At every moment assailed by people asking him, "How do you think this costume suits me, Monsieur d'Artagnan?" he would reply to them in quiet, sarcastic tones, "Why, I think you are quite as well dressed as the best-dressed monkey to be found in the fair at Saint Laurent." It was just such a compliment as D'Artagnan would choose to pay, where he did not feel disposed to pay any other; and, whether agreeable or not, the inquirer was obliged to be satisfied with it. Whenever any one asked him, "How do you intend to dress yourself this evening?" he replied, "I shall undress myself," at which all the ladies laughed. But after a couple of days passed in this manner, the musketeer, perceiving that nothing serious was likely to arise which would concern him, and that the king had completely, or, at least, appeared to have completely, forgotten Paris, Saint-Mandé, and Belle-Isle; that M. Colbert's mind was occupied with illuminations and fireworks; that for the next month, at least, the ladies had plenty of glances to bestow, and also to receive in exchange—D'Artagnan asked the king for leave of absence for a matter of private business. At the moment D'Artagnan made his request, his majesty was on the point of going to bed, quite exhausted from dancing.




  "You wish to leave me, Monsieur d'Artagnan?" inquired the king, with an air of astonishment; for Louis XIV. could never understand that any one, who had the distinguished honor of being near him, could wish to leave him.




  "Sire," said D'Artagnan, "I leave you simply because I am not of the slightest service to you in anything. Ah! if I could only hold the balancing pole while you were dancing, it would be a very different affair."




  "But, my dear Monsieur d'Artagnan," said the king, gravely, "people dance without a balancing-pole."




  "Ah! indeed," said the musketeer, continuing his imperceptible tone of irony, "I had no idea at all of that."




  "You have not seen me dance, then?" inquired the king.




  "Yes; but I always thought it would make you firmer. I was mistaken—a greater reason, therefore, that I should leave for a time. Sire, I repeat, you have no present occasion for my services; besides, if your majesty should have any need of me, you would know where to find me."




  "Very well," said the king; and he granted him his leave of absence.




  We shall not look for D'Artagnan, therefore, at Fontainebleau, for this would be quite useless; but, with the permission of our readers, we shall follow him to the Rue des Lombards, where he was located at the sign of the "Pilon d'Or," in the house of our old friend Planchet. It was about eight o'clock in the evening, and the weather was exceedingly warm; there was only one window open, and that one belonging to a room on the entresol. A perfume of spices, mingled with another perfume less exotic, but more penetrating, namely, that which arose from the street, ascended to salute the nostrils of the musketeer. D'Artagnan, reclining upon an immense straight-backed chair, with his legs not stretched out, but simply placed upon a stool, formed an angle of the most obtuse form that could possibly be seen. Both his arms were crossed over his head, his head reclining upon his left shoulder, like Alexander the Great. His eyes, usually so quick and intelligent in their expression, were now half-closed, and seemed fastened, as it were, upon a small corner of blue sky, which was visible behind the opening of the chimneys: there was just enough blue, and no more, to put a piece into one of the sacks of lentils, or haricots, which formed the principal furniture of the shop on the ground-floor. Thus extended at his ease, and thus sheltered in his place of observation behind the window, D'Artagnan seemed as if he had ceased to be a soldier, as if he were no longer an officer belonging to the palace, but was, on the contrary, a quiet, easy-going citizen in a state of stagnation between his dinner and supper, or between his supper and his bed; one of those strong, ossified brains, which have no more room for a single idea, so fiercely does animal matter keep watch at the doors of intelligence, narrowly inspecting the contraband trade which might result from the introduction into the brain of a symptom of thought. We have already said night was closing in, the shops were being lighted, while the windows of the upper apartments were being closed, and the irregular steps of a patrol of soldiers forming the night-watch could be heard in the distance. D'Artagnan continued, however, to think of nothing, and to look at nothing, except the blue corner of the sky. A few paces from him, completely in the shade, lying on his stomach, upon a sack of Indian corn, was Planchet, with both his arms under his chin, and his eyes fixed on D'Artagnan, who was either thinking, dreaming, or sleeping, with his eyes open. Planchet had been watching him for a tolerably long time, and, by way of interruption, he began by exclaiming, "Hum! hum!" But D'Artagnan did not stir. Planchet then saw that it was necessary to have recourse to a more effectual means still. After a prolonged reflection on the subject, the most ingenious means which suggested itself to him under present circumstances was to let himself roll off the sack on to the floor, murmuring at the same time, against himself, the word "stupid." But notwithstanding the noise produced by Planchet's fall, D'Artagnan, who had in the course of his existence heard many other, and very different noises, did not appear to pay the least attention to the present one. Besides, an enormous cart, laden with stones passing from La Rue Saint-Mederie, absorbed, in the noise of its wheels, the noise of Planchet's fall. And yet Planchet fancied that, in token of tacit approval, he saw him imperceptibly smile at the word "stupid." This emboldened him to say, "Are you asleep, Monsieur d'Artagnan?"




  "No, Planchet, I am not even asleep," replied the musketeer.




  "I am in despair," said Planchet, "to hear such a word as even."




  "Well, and why not? Is it not a good French word, Monsieur Planchet?"




  "Of course, Monsieur d'Artagnan."




  "Well?"




  "Well, then, the word distresses me beyond measure."




  "Tell me why you are distressed, Planchet," said D'Artagnan.




  "If you say that you are not even asleep, it is as much as to say that you have not even the consolation of being able to sleep; or, better still, it is precisely the same as telling me that you are getting bored to death."




  "Planchet, you know I am never bored."




  "Except to-day and the day before yesterday."




  "Bah!"




  "Monsieur d'Artagnan, it is a week since you returned here from Fontainebleau; in other words, you have no longer your orders to issue, or your men to review and maneuver. You need the sound of guns, drums, and all that din and confusion; I, who have myself carried a musket, can easily believe that."




  "Planchet," replied D'Artagnan, "I assure you I am not bored the least in the world."




  "In that case, what are you doing, lying there as if you were dead?"




  "My dear Planchet, there was, once upon a time, at the siege of Rochelle, when I was there, when you were there, when we both were there, a certain Arab, who was celebrated for the manner in which he adjusted culverins. He was a clever fellow, although very singular with regard to his complexion, which was the same color as your olives. Well, this Arab, whenever he had done eating or working, used to sit down to rest himself, as I am resting myself now, and smoked I cannot tell you what sort of magical leaves, in a large amber-mouthed tube; and if any officer, happening to pass, reproached him for being always asleep, he used quietly to reply: 'Better to sit down than to stand up, to lie down than to sit down, to be dead than to lie down.' He was a very melancholy Arab, and I remember him perfectly well, from his color and his style of conversation. He used to cut off the heads of the Protestants with extreme satisfaction."




  "Precisely; and then used to embalm them, when they were worth the trouble."




  "Yes; and when he was engaged in his embalming occupations, with his herbs and other plants about him, he looked like a basket-maker making baskets."




  "You are quite right, Planchet; he did so."




  "Oh, I can remember things very well at times!"




  "I have no doubt of it; but what do you think of his mode of reasoning?"




  "I think it very good in one sense, and stupid in another."




  "Propound your meaning, M. Planchet."




  "Well, monsieur, in point of fact, then, 'better to sit down than to stand up' is plain enough, especially when one may be fatigued under certain circumstances:" and Planchet smiled in a roguish way. "As for 'better to be lying down than sitting down,' let that pass; but as for the last proposition, that it is 'better to be dead than alive,' it is, in my opinion, very absurd, my own undoubted preference being for my bed; and if you are not of my opinion, it is simply, as I have already had the honor of telling you, because you are boring yourself to death."




  "Planchet, do you know M. la Fontaine?"




  "The chemist at the corner of the Rue Saint-Mederie?"




  "No; the writer of fables?"




  "Oh! Maitre Corbeau!"




  "Exactly so; well, then, I am like his hare."




  "He has got a hare also, then?"




  "He has all sorts of animals."




  "Well, what does his hare do, then?"




  "His hare thinks."




  "Ah, ah!"




  "Planchet, I am like M. la Fontaine's hare—I am thinking."




  "You're thinking, you say?" said Planchet, uneasily.




  "Yes; your house is dull enough to drive people to think. You will admit that, I hope."




  "And yet, monsieur, you have a look out upon the street."




  "Yes; and wonderfully interesting that is, of course."




  "But it is no less true, monsieur, that, if you were living at the back of the house, you would bore yourself—I mean, you would think—more than ever."




  "Upon my word, Planchet, I hardly know that."




  "Still," said the grocer, "if your reflections were at all like those which led you to restore King Charles II.;" and Planchet finished by a little laugh which was not without its meaning.




  "Ah, Planchet, my friend," returned D'Artagnan, "you are getting ambitious."




  "Is there no other king to be restored, M. d'Artagnan—no other Monk to be put into a box?"




  "No, my dear Planchet; all the kings are seated on their various thrones—less comfortably so, perhaps, than I am upon this chair; but, at all events, there they are." And D'Artagnan sighed very deeply.




  "Monsieur d'Artagnan," said Planchet, "you are making me very uneasy."




  "You're very good, Planchet."




  "I begin to suspect something."




  "What is it?"




  "Monsieur d'Artagnan, you are getting thin."




  "Oh!" said D'Artagnan, striking his chest, which sounded like an empty cuirass; "it is impossible, Planchet."




  "Ah!" said Planchet, slightly overcome, "if you were to get thin in my house—"




  "Well?"




  "I should do something rash."




  "What would you do? Tell me."




  "I should look out for the man who was the cause of all your anxieties."




  "Ah! according to your account, I am anxious now."




  "Yes, you are anxious, and you are getting thin, visibly getting thin. Malaga! if you go on getting thin in this way, I will take my sword in my hand, and go straight to M. d'Herblay, and have it out with him."




  "What!" said M. d'Artagnan, starting in his chair—"what's that you say? And what has M. d'Herblay's name to do with your groceries?"




  "Just as you please. Get angry if you like, or call me names, if you prefer it: but the deuce is in it—I know what I know."




  D'Artagnan had, during this second outburst of Planchet, so placed himself as not to lose a single look of his face—that is, he sat with both his hands resting on his knees, and his head stretched out toward the grocer. "Come, explain yourself," he said, "and tell me how you could possibly utter such a blasphemy. M. d'Herblay, your old master, my friend, an ecclesiastic, a musketeer turned bishop—do you mean to say you would raise your sword against him, Planchet?"




  "I could raise my sword against my own father, when I see you in such a state as you are now."




  "M. d'Herblay, a gentleman!"




  "It's all the same to me whether he's a gentleman or not. He gives you the blue devils, that is all I know. And the blue devils make people get thin. Malaga! I have no notion of M. d'Artagnan leaving my house thinner than he entered it."




  "How does he give me the blue devils, as you call it? Come, explain, explain."




  "You have had the nightmare during the last three nights."




  "I?"




  "Yes, you; and in your nightmare you called out, several times, 'Aramis, sly Aramis!'"




  "Ah! I said that, did I?" murmured D'Artagnan, uneasily.




  "Yes, those very words, upon my honor."




  "Well, what else? You know the saying, Planchet, 'dreams go by contraries.'"




  "Not so; for, every time during the last three days, when you went out, you have not once failed to ask me, on your return, 'Have you seen M. d'Herblay?' or else, 'Have you received any letters for me from M. d'Herblay?'"




  "Well, it is very natural I should take an interest in my old friend," said D'Artagnan.




  "Of course; but not to such an extent as to get thin from it."




  "Planchet, I'll get fatter: I give you my word of honor I will."




  "Very well, monsieur, I accept it; for I know that when you give your word of honor it is sacred."




  "I will not dream of Aramis any longer; and I will never ask you, again, if there are any letters from M. d'Herblay; but on condition that you explain one thing to me."




  "Tell me what it is, monsieur."




  "I am a great observer; and just now, you made use of a very singular oath, which is unusual for you."




  "You mean Malaga! I suppose?"




  "Precisely."




  "It is the oath I have used ever since I have been a grocer."




  "Very proper, too; it is the name of a dried grape, or raisin, I believe?"




  "It is my most ferocious oath: when I have once said Malaga! I am a man no longer."




  "Still, I never knew you use that oath before."




  "Very likely not, monsieur. I had a present made me of it," said Planchet; and as he pronounced these words, he winked his eye with a cunning expression, which thoroughly awakened D'Artagnan's attention.




  "Come, come, M. Planchet."




  "Why, I am not like you, monsieur," said Planchet. "I don't pass my life in thinking."




  "You are wrong, then."




  "I mean, in boring myself to death. We have but a very short time to live—why not make the best of it?"




  "You are an Epicurean philosopher, I begin to think, Planchet."




  "Why not? My hand is still as steady as ever; I can write, and can weigh out my sugar and spices; my foot is firm; I can dance and walk about; my stomach has its teeth still, for I eat and digest well; my heart is not quite hardened. Well, monsieur?"




  "Well, what, Planchet?"




  "Why, you see—" said the grocer, rubbing his hands together.




  D'Artagnan crossed one leg over the other, and said, "Planchet, my friend, I am astounded by surprise: for you are revealing yourself to me under a perfectly new light."




  Planchet, flattered in the highest degree by this remark, continued to rub his hands very hard together. "Ah! ah!" he said, "because I happen to be only stupid, you think me, perhaps, a positive fool."




  "Very good, Planchet; very well reasoned."




  "Follow my idea, monsieur, if you please. I said to myself," continued Planchet, "that, without enjoyment, there is no happiness on this earth."




  "Quite true, what you say, Planchet," interrupted D'Artagnan.




  "At all events, if we cannot obtain pleasure—for pleasure is not so common a thing after all—let us, at least, get consolations of some kind or other."




  "And so you console yourself?"




  "Exactly so."




  "Tell me how you console yourself."




  "I put on a buckler for the purpose of confronting ennui. I place my time at the direction of patience; and on the very eve of feeling I am going to get bored, I amuse myself."




  "And you don't find any difficulty in that?"




  "None."




  "And you found it out quite by yourself?"




  "Quite so."




  "It is miraculous."




  "What do you say?"




  "I say, that your philosophy is not to be matched in the whole world."




  "You think so?—follow my example, then."




  "It is a very tempting one."




  "Do as I do."




  "I could not wish for anything better; but all minds are not of the same stamp; and it might possibly happen that if I were required to amuse myself in the manner you do, I should bore myself horribly."




  "Bah! at least try it first."




  "Well, tell me what you do."




  "Have you observed that I leave home occasionally?"




  "Yes."




  "In any particular way?"




  "Periodically."




  "That's the very thing. You have noticed it, then?"




  "My dear Planchet, you must understand that when people see each other every day, and one of the two absents himself, the other misses him. Do not you feel the want of my society when I am in the country?"




  "Prodigiously; that is to say, I feel like a body without a soul."




  "That being understood, then, let us go on."




  "What are the periods when I absent myself?"




  "On the fifteenth and thirtieth of every month."




  "And I remain away?"




  "Sometimes two, sometimes three, and sometimes four days at a time."




  "Have you ever given it a thought, what I have been absent for?"




  "To look after your debts, I suppose."




  "And when I returned, how did you think I looked, as far as my face was concerned?"




  "Exceedingly satisfied."




  "You admit, you say, that I always look very satisfied. And what have you attributed my satisfaction to?"




  "That your business was going on very well: that your purchases of rice, prunes, raw sugar, dried apples and pears, and treacle, were advantageous. You were always very picturesque in your notions and ideas, Planchet; and I was not in the slightest degree surprised to find you had selected grocery as an occupation, which is of all trades the most varied, and the very pleasantest, as far as character is concerned; inasmuch as one handles so many natural and perfumed productions."




  "Perfectly true, monsieur; but you are very greatly mistaken."




  "In what way?"




  "In thinking that I leave here every fortnight to collect my money, or to make purchases. Oh, oh! how could you possibly have thought such a thing? Oh, oh, oh!" And Planchet began to laugh in a manner that inspired D'Artagnan with very serious misgivings as to his sanity.




  "I confess," said the musketeer, "that I do not precisely catch your meaning."




  "Very true, monsieur."




  "What do you mean by 'very true?'"




  "It must be true, since you say it; but pray, be assured that it in no way lessens my opinion of you."




  "Ah! that is very fortunate."




  "No; you are a man of genius; and whenever the question happens to be of war, tactics, surprises, or good honest blows to be dealt, why, kings are all nonsense, compared to you. But for the consolations of the mind, the proper care of the body, the agreeable things of life, if one may say so—ah! monsieur, don't talk to me about men of genius; they are nothing short of executioners."




  "Good," said D'Artagnan, quite fidgety with curiosity; "upon my word you interest me in the highest degree."




  "You feel already less bored than you did just now, do you not?"




  "I was not bored; yet since you have been talking to me I feel more amused."




  "Very good, then; that is not a bad beginning. I will cure you, rely upon that."




  "There is nothing I should like better."




  "Will you let me try then?"




  "Immediately, if you like."




  "Very well. Have you any horses here?"




  "Yes; ten, twenty, thirty."




  "Oh, there is no occasion for so many as that; two will be quite sufficient."




  "They are quite at your disposal, Planchet."




  "Very good; then I shall carry you off with me."




  "When?"




  "To-morrow."




  "Where?"




  "Ah, you are asking me too much."




  "You will admit, however, that it is important I should know where I am going."




  "Do you like the country?"




  "Only moderately, Planchet."




  "In that case, you like town better."




  "That is as it may be."




  "Very well; I am going to take you to a place half town, half country."




  "Good."




  "To a place where I am sure you will amuse yourself."




  "Is it possible?"




  "Yes; and more wonderful still, to a place from which you have just returned, for the purpose only, it would seem, of getting bored here."




  "It is to Fontainebleau you are going, then?"




  "Exactly; to Fontainebleau."




  "And, in Heaven's name, what are you going to do at Fontainebleau?"




  Planchet answered D'Artagnan by a wink full of sly humor.




  "You have some property there, you rascal."




  "Oh, a very paltry affair; a little bit of a house—nothing more."




  "I understand you."




  "But it is tolerable enough, after all."




  "I am going to Planchet's country seat!" exclaimed D'Artagnan.




  "Whenever you like."




  "Did we not fix to-morrow?"




  "Let us say to-morrow, if you like; and then, besides, to-morrow is the 14th, that is to say, the day before the one when I am afraid of getting bored; so we will look upon it as an understood thing."




  "Agreed, by all means."




  "You will lend me one of your horses?"




  "The best I have."




  "No; I prefer the gentlest of all; I never was a very good rider, as you know, and in my grocery business I have got more awkward than ever: besides—"




  "Besides what?"




  "Why," added Planchet, "I do not wish to fatigue myself."




  "Why so?" D'Artagnan ventured to ask.




  "Because I should lose half the pleasure I expect to enjoy," replied Planchet. And thereupon he rose from his sack of Indian corn, stretching himself, and making all his bones crack, one after the other, with a sort of harmony.




  "Planchet, Planchet," exclaimed D'Artagnan, "I do declare that there is no Sybarite upon the whole face of the globe who can for a moment be compared to you. Oh, Planchet, it is very clear that we have never yet eaten a ton of salt together."




  "Why so, monsieur?"




  "Because, even now I can scarcely say I know you," said D'Artagnan, "and because, in point of fact, I return to the opinion which, for a moment, I had formed of you on that day at Boulogne, when you strangled, or did so as nearly as possible, M. de Wardes' valet, Lubin; in plain language, Planchet, that you are a man of great resources."




  Planchet began to laugh with a laugh full of self-conceit; bade the musketeer good-night, and went downstairs to his back shop, which he used as a bedroom. D'Artagnan resumed his original position upon his chair, and his brow, which had been unruffled for a moment, became more pensive than ever. He had already forgotten the whims and dreams of Planchet. "Yes," said he, taking up again the thread of his thoughts, which had been broken by the agreeable conversation in which we have just permitted our readers to participate. "Yes, yes, those three points include everything: First, to ascertain what Baisemeaux wanted with Aramis; secondly, to learn why Aramis does not let me hear from him; and thirdly, to ascertain where Porthos is. The whole mystery lies in these three points. Since, therefore," continued D'Artagnan, "our friends tell us nothing, we must have recourse to our own poor intelligence. I must do what I can, mordioux, or rather Malaga, as Planchet would say."




  




   




  




  CHAPTER IX.




  A LETTER FROM M. DE BAISEMEAUX.




  D'Artagnan, faithful to his plan, went the next morning to pay a visit to M. de Baisemeaux. It was the cleaning up or tidying day at the Bastille: the cannons were furbished up, the staircases scraped and cleaned; and the jailers seemed to be carefully engaged in polishing even the keys themselves. As for the soldiers belonging to the garrison, they were walking about in the different courtyards, under the pretense that they were clean enough. The governor, Baisemeaux, received D'Artagnan with more than ordinary politeness, but he behaved toward him with so marked a reserve of manner, that all D'Artagnan's tact and cleverness could not get a syllable out of him. The more he kept himself within bounds, the more D'Artagnan's suspicion increased. The latter even fancied he remarked that the governor was acting under the influence of a recent recommendation. Baisemeaux had not been at the Palais Royal with D'Artagnan the same cold and impenetrable man which the latter now found in the Baisemeaux of the Bastille. When D'Artagnan wished to make him talk about the urgent money matters which had brought Baisemeaux in search of D'Artagnan, and had rendered him expansive, notwithstanding what had passed on that evening, Baisemeaux pretended that he had some orders to give in the prison, and left D'Artagnan so long alone, waiting for him, that our musketeer, feeling sure that he should not get another syllable out of him, left the Bastille without waiting until Baisemeaux returned from his inspection. But D'Artagnan's suspicions were aroused, and when once that was the case, D'Artagnan could not sleep or remain quiet for a moment. He was among men what the cat is among quadrupeds, the emblem of restlessness and impatience at the same moment. A restless cat no more remains in the same place than a silk thread does which is wafted idly to and fro with every breath of air. A cat on the watch is as motionless as death stationed at its place of observation, and neither hunger nor thirst can possibly draw it away from its meditation. D'Artagnan who was burning with impatience, suddenly threw aside the feeling, like a cloak which he felt too heavy on his shoulders, and said to himself that that which they were concealing from him was the very thing it was important he should know; and, consequently, he reasoned that Baisemeaux would not fail to put Aramis on his guard, if Aramis had given him any particular recommendation, and which, was, in fact, the very thing that did happen.




  Baisemeaux had hardly had time to return from the donjon, than D'Artagnan placed himself in ambuscade close to the Rue du Petit-Muse, so as to see every one who might leave the gates of the Bastille. After he had spent an hour on the look-out from the "Golden Portcullis," under the pent-house of which he could keep himself a little in the shade, D'Artagnan observed a soldier leave the Bastille. This was, indeed, the surest indication he could possibly have wished for, as every jailer or warder has certain days, and even certain hours, for leaving the Bastille, since all are alike prohibited from having either wives or lodgings in the castle, and can accordingly leave without exciting any curiosity; but a soldier once in barracks is kept there for four-and-twenty hours when on duty—and no one knew this better than D'Artagnan. The soldier in question, therefore, was not likely to leave in his regimentals, except on an express and urgent order. The soldier, we were saying, left the Bastille at a slow and lounging pace, like a happy mortal, in fact, who, instead of keeping sentry before a wearisome guard-house, or upon a bastion no less wearisome, has the good luck to get a little liberty in addition to a walk—the two pleasures being reckoned as part of his time on duty. He bent his steps toward the Faubourg Saint-Antoine, enjoying the fresh air and the warmth of the sun, and looking at all the pretty faces he passed. D'Artagnan followed him at a distance: he had not yet arranged his ideas as to what was to be done. "I must, first of all," he thought, "see the fellow's face. A man seen is a man judged of." D'Artagnan increased his pace, and, which was not very difficult, by-the-by, soon got in advance of the soldier. Not only did he observe that his face showed a tolerable amount of intelligence and resolution, but he noticed also that his nose was a little red. "He has a weakness for brandy, I see," said D'Artagnan to himself. At the same moment that he remarked his red nose, he saw that the soldier had a white paper in his belt.




  "Good, he has a letter," added D'Artagnan. The only difficulty was to get hold of the letter. But a soldier would, of course, be too delighted at having been selected by M. de Baisemeaux for a special messenger, and would not be likely to sell his message. As D'Artagnan was biting his nails, the soldier continued to advance more and more into the Faubourg Saint-Antoine. "He is certainly going to Saint-Mandé," he said to himself, "and I shall not be able to learn what the letter contains." It was enough to drive him wild. "If I were in uniform," said D'Artagnan to himself, "I would have this fellow seized and his letter with him. I could easily get assistance at the very first guard-house; but the devil take me if I mention my name in an affair of this kind. If I were to treat him to something to drink, his suspicions would be roused; and, besides, he would make me drunk. Mordioux! my wits seem to have left me," said D'Artagnan; "it is all over with me. Yet, supposing I were to attack this poor devil, make him draw his sword, and kill him for the sake of his letter. No harm in that, if it were a question of a letter from a queen to a nobleman, or a letter from a cardinal to a queen; but what miserable intrigues are those of Messieurs Aramis and Fouquet with M. Colbert. A man's life for that! No, no, indeed; not even ten crowns." As he philosophized in this manner, biting, first his nails, and then his mustaches, he perceived a group of archery and a commissary of police engaged in forcibly carrying away a man of very gentlemanly exterior, who was struggling with all his might against them. The archers had torn his clothes, and were dragging him roughly away. He begged they would lead him along more respectfully, asserting that he was a gentleman and a soldier. And observing our soldier walking in the street, he called out, "Help, comrade."




  The soldier walked on with the same step toward the man who had called out to him, followed by the crowd. An idea suddenly occurred to D'Artagnan; it was his first one, and we shall find it was not a bad one either. During the time the gentleman was relating to the soldier that he had just been seized in a house as a thief, when the truth was he was only there as a lover; and while the soldier was pitying him, and offering him consolation and advice with that gravity which a French soldier has always ready whenever his vanity or his esprit de corps is concerned, D'Artagnan glided behind the soldier, who was closely hemmed in by the crowd, and with a rapid gesture drew the paper out of his belt. As at this moment the gentleman with the torn clothes was pulling about the soldier to show how the commissary of police had pulled him about, D'Artagnan effected his capture of the letter without the slightest inconvenience. He stationed himself about ten paces distant, behind the pillar of an adjoining house, and read on the address, "To Monsieur de Valon, at Monsieur Fouquet's, Saint-Mandé."




  "Good!" he said, and then he unsealed without tearing the letter, drew out the paper, which was folded in four, from the inside, and which contained only these words:




  "Dear Monsieur de Valon—Will you be good enough to tell Monsieur d'Herblay that he has been to the Bastille, and has been making inquiries. Your devoted De Baisemeaux."




  "Very good! all right!" exclaimed D'Artagnan; "it is clear enough now. Porthos is engaged in it." Being now satisfied of what he wished to know: "Mordioux!" thought the musketeer, "what is to be done with that poor devil of a soldier? That hot-headed, cunning fellow, De Baisemeaux, will make him pay dearly for my trick—if he returns without the letter, what will they do to him? Besides, I don't want the letter; when the egg has been sucked, what is the good of the shell?" D'Artagnan perceived that the commissary and the archers had succeeded in convincing the soldier, and went on their way with the prisoner, the latter being still surrounded by the crowd and continuing his complaints. D'Artagnan advanced into the very middle of the crowd, let the letter fall, without any one having observed him, and then retreated rapidly. The soldier resumed his route toward Saint-Mandé, his mind occupied with the gentleman who had implored his protection. Suddenly he thought of his letter, and, looking at his belt, saw that it was no longer there. D'Artagnan derived no little satisfaction from his sudden terrified cry. The poor soldier in the greatest anguish of mind looked round him on every side, and at last, about twenty paces behind him, he perceived the blessed envelope. He pounced on it like a falcon on its prey. The envelope was certainly a little dusty, and rather crumpled, but at all events the letter itself was found again. D'Artagnan observed that the broken seal attracted the soldier's attention a good deal, but he finished apparently by consoling himself, and returned the letter to his belt. "Go on," said D'Artagnan, "I have plenty of time before me, so you may precede me. It appears that Aramis is not at Paris, since Baisemeaux writes to Porthos. Dear Porthos, how delighted I shall be to see him again, and to have some conversation with him!" said the Gascon. And, regulating his pace according to that of the soldier, he promised himself to arrive a quarter of an hour after him at M. Fouquet's.




  




   




  




  CHAPTER X.




  IN WHICH THE READER WILL BE DELIGHTED TO FIND THAT PORTHOS HAS LOST NOTHING OF HIS STRENGTH.




  D'Artagnan had, according to his usual style, calculated that every hour is worth sixty minutes, and every minute worth sixty seconds. Thanks to this perfectly exact calculation of minutes and seconds, he reached the surintendant's door at the very moment the soldier was leaving it with his belt empty. D'Artagnan presented himself at the door, which a porter with a profusely embroidered livery held half-opened for him. D'Artagnan would very much have liked to enter without giving his name, but this was impossible, and so he gave it. Notwithstanding this concession, which ought to have removed every difficulty in the way, at least D'Artagnan thought so, the concierge hesitated; however, at the second repetition of the title, captain of the king's guards, the concierge, without quite leaving the passage clear for him, ceased to bar it completely. D'Artagnan understood that orders of the most positive character had been given. He decided, therefore, to tell a falsehood—a circumstance, moreover, which did not very seriously affect his peace of mind, when he saw that, beyond the falsehood, the safety of the state itself, or even purely and simply his own individual personal interest, might be at stake. He moreover added, to the declarations which he had already made, that the soldier sent to M. de Valon was his own messenger, and that the only object that letter had in view was to announce his intended arrival. From that moment, no one opposed D'Artagnan's entrance any further, and he entered accordingly. A valet wished to accompany him, but he answered that it was useless to take that trouble on his account, inasmuch as he knew perfectly well where M. de Valon was. There was nothing, of course, to say to a man so thoroughly and completely informed on all points, and D'Artagnan was permitted therefore to do as he liked. The terraces, the magnificent apartments, the gardens, were all reviewed and narrowly inspected by the musketeer. He walked for a quarter of an hour in this more than royal residence, which included as many wonders as articles of furniture, and as many servants as there were columns and doors. "Decidedly," he said to himself, "this mansion has no other limits than the limits of the earth. Is it probable Porthos has taken it into his head to go back to Pierrefonds without even leaving M. Fouquet's house?" He finally reached a remote part of the chateau inclosed by a stone wall, which was covered with a profusion of thick plants, luxuriant in blossoms as large and solid as fruit. At equal distances on the top of this wall were placed various statues in timid or mysterious attitudes. These were vestals hidden beneath the long Greek peplum, with its thick, heavy folds: agile watchers, covered with their marble veils and guarding the palace with their furtive glances. A statue of Hermes, with his finger on his lips; one of Iris, with extended wings; another of Night, sprinkled all over with poppies, dominated in the gardens and the outbuilding's, which could be seen through the trees. All these statues threw in white relief their profiles upon the dark ground of the tall cypresses, which darted their black summits toward the sky. Around these cypresses were entwined climbing roses, whose flowering rings were fastened to every fork of every branch, and spread over the lower branches and upon the various statues showers of flowers of the richest fragrance. These enchantments seemed to the musketeer the result of the greatest efforts of the human mind. He felt in a dreamy, almost poetical, frame of mind. The idea that Porthos was living in so perfect an Eden gave him a higher idea of Porthos, showing how true it is, that even the very highest orders of minds are not quite exempt from the influence of surrounding circumstances. D'Artagnan found the door, and at the door a kind of spring which he detected; having touched it, the door flew open. D'Artagnan entered, closed the door behind him, and advanced into a pavilion built in a circular form, in which no other sound could be heard but cascades and the songs of birds. At the door of the pavilion he met a lackey.




  "It is here, I believe," said D'Artagnan, without hesitation, "that M. le Baron de Vallon is staying?"




  "Yes, monsieur," answered the lackey.




  "Have the goodness to tell him that M. le Chevalier d'Artagnan, captain of the king's musketeers, is waiting to see him."




  D'Artagnan was introduced into the salon, and had not long to remain in expectation; a well-remembered step shook the floor of the adjoining room; a door opened, or rather flew open, and Porthos appeared, and threw himself into his friend's arms with a sort of embarrassment which did not ill become him. "You here?" he exclaimed.




  "And you?" replied D'Artagnan. "Ah, you sly fellow!"




  "Yes," said Porthos, with a somewhat embarrassed smile; "yes, you see I am staying in M. Fouquet's house, at which you are not a little surprised, I suppose?"




  "Not at all; why should you not be one of M. Fouquet's friends? M. Fouquet has a very large number, particularly among clever men."




  Porthos had the modesty not to take the compliment to himself. "Besides," he added, "you saw me at Belle-Isle."




  "A greater reason for my believing you to be one of M. Fouquet's friends."




  "The fact is, I am acquainted with him," said Porthos, with a certain embarrassment of manner.




  "Ah, friend Porthos," said D'Artagnan, "how treacherously you have behaved toward me."




  "In what way?" exclaimed Porthos.




  "What! you complete so admirable a work as the fortifications of Belle-Isle, and you did not tell me of it!" Porthos colored. "Nay, more than that," continued D'Artagnan, "you saw me out yonder, you know I am in the king's service, and yet you could not guess that the king, jealously desirous of learning the name of the man whose abilities have wrought a work of which he has heard the most wonderful accounts—you could not guess, I say, that the king sent me to learn who this man was?"




  "What! the king sent you to learn—"




  "Of course; but don't let us speak of that any more."




  "Not speak of it!" said Porthos; "on the contrary, we will speak of it; and so the king knew that we were fortifying Belle-Isle?"




  "Of course; does not the king know everything?"




  "But he did not know who was fortifying it."




  "No, he only suspected, from what he had been told of the nature of the works, that it was some celebrated soldier or another."




  "The devil!" said Porthos, "if I had only known that!"




  "You would not have run away from Vannes as you did, perhaps?"




  "No; what did you say when you couldn't find me?"




  "My dear fellow, I reflected."




  "Ah, indeed; you reflect, do you? Well, and what has that reflection led to?"




  "It led me to guess the whole truth."




  "Come, then, tell me, what did you guess after all?" said Porthos, settling himself into an armchair and assuming the airs of a sphinx.




  "I guessed, in the first place, that you were fortifying Belle-Isle."




  "There was no great difficulty in that, for you saw me at work."




  "Wait a minute; I also guessed something else—that you were fortifying Belle-Isle by M. Fouquet's orders."




  "That's true."




  "But not all. Whenever I feel myself in train for guessing, I do not stop on my road; and so I guessed that M. Fouquet wished to preserve the most absolute secrecy respecting these fortifications."




  "I believe that was his intention, in fact," said Porthos.




  "Yes; but do you know why he wished to keep it secret?"




  "Because it should not be known, perhaps," said Porthos.




  "That was his principal reason. But his wish was subservient to an affair of generosity—"




  "In fact," said Porthos, "I have heard it said that M. Fouquet was a very generous man."




  "To an affair of generosity which he wished to exhibit toward the king."




  "Oh, oh!"




  "You seem surprised at it?"




  "Yes."




  "And you did not know that?"




  "No."




  "Well, I know it, then."




  "You're a wizard."




  "Not in the slightest degree."




  "How do you know it, then?"




  "By a very simple means. I heard M. Fouquet himself say so to the king."




  "Say what to the king?"




  "That he had fortified Belle-Isle on his majesty's account, and that he made him a present of Belle-Isle."




  "And you heard M. Fouquet say that to the king?"




  "In those very words. He even added:




  "'Belle-Isle has been fortified by an engineer, one of my friends, a man of a great deal of merit, whom I shall ask your majesty's permission to present to you.'




  "'What is his name?' said the king.




  "'The Baron de Vallon,' M. Fouquet replied.




  "'Very well,' returned his majesty, 'you will present him to me.'"




  "The king said that?"




  "Upon the word of a D'Artagnan!"




  "Oh, oh!" said Porthos. "Why have I not been presented, then?"




  "Have they not spoken to you about this presentation?"




  "Yes, certainly; but I am always kept waiting for it."




  "Be easy, it will be sure to come."




  "Humph! humph!" grumbled Porthos, which D'Artagnan pretended not to hear; and, changing the conversation, he said, "You seem to be living in a very solitary place here, my dear fellow?"




  "I always preferred retirement. I am of a melancholy disposition," replied Porthos, with a sigh.




  "Really, that is odd," said D'Artagnan; "I never remarked that before."




  "It is only since I have taken to reading," said Porthos, with a thoughtful air.




  "But the labors of the mind have not affected the health of the body, I trust?"




  "Not in the slightest degree."




  "Your strength is as great as ever?"




  "Too great, my friend, too great."




  "Ah! I had heard that, for a short time after your arrival—"




  "That I could hardly move a limb, I suppose?"




  "How was it?" said D'Artagnan, smiling; "and why was it you could not move?"




  Porthos, perceiving that he had made a mistake, wished to correct it. "Yes, I came from Belle-Isle here upon very hard horses," he said, "and that fatigued me."




  "I am no longer astonished, then, since I, who followed you, found seven or eight lying dead on the road."




  "I am very heavy, you know," said Porthos.




  "So that you were bruised all over."




  "My fat melted, and that made me very ill."




  "Poor Porthos! But how did Aramis act toward you under those circumstances?"




  "Very well indeed. He had me attended to by M. Fouquet's own doctor. But just imagine, at the end of a week I could not breathe any longer."




  "What do you mean?"




  "The room was too small, I absorbed too much air."




  "Indeed?"




  "I was told so, at least; and so I was removed into another apartment."




  "Where you were able to breathe that time, I hope."




  "Yes, more freely; but no exercise—nothing to do. The doctor pretended that I was not to stir; I, on the contrary, felt that I was stronger than ever; that was the cause of a very serious accident."




  "What accident?"




  "Fancy, my dear fellow, that I revolted against the directions of that ass of a doctor, and I resolved to go out, whether it suited him or not; and, consequently, I told the valet who waited on me to bring me my clothes."




  "You were quite naked, then?"




  "Oh, no! on the contrary, I had a magnificent dressing-gown to wear; the lackey obeyed; I dressed myself in my own clothes, which had become too large for me; but a strange circumstance had happened—my feet had become too large."




  "Yes, I quite understand."




  "And my boots had become too small."




  "You mean your feet were still swollen."




  "Exactly; you have hit it."




  "Pardieu! And is that the accident you were going to tell me about?"




  "Oh yes! I did not make the same reflection you have done. I said to myself: 'Since my feet have entered my boots ten times, there is no reason why they should not go in an eleventh.'"




  "Allow me to tell you, my dear Porthos, that, on this occasion, you failed in your logic."




  "In short, then, they placed me opposite to a part of the room which was partitioned; I tried to get my boot on; I pulled it with my hands, I pushed with all the strength of the muscles of my leg, making the most unheard-of efforts, when suddenly, the two tags of my boot remained in my hands, and my foot struck out like a catapult."




  "Catapult! how learned you are in fortifications, dear Porthos."




  "My foot darted out like a catapult, and came against the partition, which it broke in; I really thought that, like Samson, I had demolished the temple. And the number of pictures, the quantity of china, vases of flowers, carpets, and window-poles, which fell down was really wonderful."




  "Indeed!"




  "Without reckoning that, on the other side of the partition, was a small table laden with porcelain—"




  "Which you knocked over?"




  "Which I dashed to the other side of the room," said Porthos, laughing.




  "Upon my word, it is, as you say, astonishing," replied D'Artagnan, beginning to laugh also; whereupon Porthos laughed louder than ever.




  "I broke," said Porthos, in a voice half-choked from his increasing mirth, "more than three thousand francs worth of china—oh! oh! oh!"




  "Good!" said D'Artagnan.




  "I smashed more than four thousand francs worth of glass—oh! oh! oh!"




  "Excellent."




  "Without counting a luster, which fell on my head and was broken into a thousand pieces—oh! oh! oh!"




  "Upon your head?" said D'Artagnan, holding his sides.




  "On the top."




  "But your head was broken, I suppose?"




  "No, since I tell you, on the contrary, my dear fellow, that it was the luster which was broken like glass, as it was, indeed."




  "Ah! the luster was glass, you say."




  "Venetian glass! a perfect curiosity, quite matchless, indeed, and weighed two hundred pounds."




  "And which fell upon your head!"




  "Upon my head. Just imagine, a globe of crystal, gilded all over, the lower part beautifully incrusted, perfumes burning at the top, and jets from which flame issued when they were lighted."




  "I quite understand; but they were not lighted at the time, I suppose?"




  "Happily not, or I should have been set on fire."




  "And you were only knocked down flat, instead?"




  "Not at all."




  "How, not at all?"




  "Why the luster fell on my skull. It appears that we have upon the top of our heads an exceedingly thick crust."




  "Who told you that, Porthos?"




  "The doctor. A sort of dome which would bear Notre-Dame, at Paris."




  "Bah!"




  "Yes, it seems that our skulls are made in that manner."




  "Speak for yourself, my dear fellow, it is your own skull that is made in that manner, and not the skulls of other people."




  "Well, that may be so," said Porthos, conceitedly, "so much, however, was that the case, in my instance, that no soon did the luster fall upon the dome which we have at the top of our head, than there was a report like a cannon, the crystal was broken to pieces, and I fell, covered from head to foot."




  "With blood, poor Porthos!"




  "Not at all; with perfumes, which smelled like rich creams; it was delicious, but the odor was too strong, and I felt quite giddy from it; perhaps you have experienced it sometimes yourself, D'Artagnan?"




  "Yes, in inhaling the scent of the lily of the valley; so that, my poor friend, you were knocked over by the shock and overpowered by the odor?"




  "Yes; but what is very remarkable, for the doctor told me he had never seen anything like it—"




  "You had a bump on your head, I suppose?" interrupted D'Artagnan.




  "I had five."




  "Why five?"




  "I will tell you; the luster had, at its lower extremity, five gilt ornaments, excessively sharp."




  "Oh!"




  "Well, these five ornaments penetrated my hair, which, as you see, I wear very thick."




  "Fortunately so."




  "And they made a mark on my skin. But just notice the singularity of it, these things seem really only to happen to me! Instead of making indentations, they made bumps. The doctor could never succeed in explaining that to me satisfactorily."




  "Well, then, I will explain it to you."




  "You will do me a great service if you will," said Porthos, winking his eyes, which, with him, was a sign of profoundest attention.




  "Since you have been employing your brain in studies of an exalted character, in important calculations, and so on, the head has gained a certain advantage, so that your head is now too full of science."




  "Do you think so?"




  "I am sure of it. The result is, that, instead of allowing any foreign matter to penetrate the interior of the head, your bony box or skull, which is already too full, avails itself of the openings which are made in it, allowing this excess to escape."




  "Ah!" said Porthos, to whom this explanation appeared clearer than that of the doctor.




  "The five protuberances, caused by the five ornaments of the luster, must certainly have been scientific masses, brought to the surface by the force of circumstances."




  "In fact," said Porthos, "the real truth is, that I felt far worse outside my head than inside. I will even confess, that when I put my hat upon my head, clapping it on my head with that graceful energy which we gentlemen of the sword possess, if my fist was not very gently applied, I experienced the most painful sensations."




  "I quite believe you, Porthos."




  "Therefore, my friend," said the giant, "M. Fouquet decided, seeing how slightly-built the house was, to give me another lodging, and so they brought me here."




  "It is the private park, I think, is it not?"




  "Yes."




  "Where the rendezvous are made: that park, indeed, which is so celebrated in some of those mysterious stories about the surintendant."




  "I don't know; I have had no rendezvous or heard mysterious stories myself, but they have authorized me to exercise my muscles, and I take advantage of the permission by rooting up some of the trees."




  "What for?"




  "To keep my hand in, and also to take some bird's-nests; I find that more convenient than climbing up the trees."




  "You are as pastoral as Tircis, my dear Porthos."




  "Yes, I like the small eggs; I like them very much better than larger ones. You have no idea how delicate an omelette is, if made of four or five hundred eggs of linnets, chaffinches, starlings, blackbirds and thrushes."




  "But five hundred eggs is perfectly monstrous!"




  "A salad-bowl will hold them easily enough," said Porthos.




  D'Artagnan looked at Porthos admiringly for full five minutes, as if he had seen him for the first time, while Porthos spread himself out joyously and proudly. They remained in this state several minutes, Porthos smiling, and D'Artagnan looking at him. D'Artagnan was evidently trying to give the conversation a new turn. "Do you amuse yourself much here, Porthos?" he asked, at last, very likely after he had found out what he was searching for.




  "Not always."




  "I can imagine that; but when you get thoroughly bored, by-and-by, what do you intend to do?"




  "Oh! I shall not be here for any length of time. Aramis is waiting until the last bump on my head disappears, in order to present me to the king, who I am told cannot endure the sight of a bump."




  "Aramis is still in Paris, then?"




  "No."




  "Whereabouts is he, then?"




  "At Fontainebleau."




  "Alone?"




  "With M. Fouquet."




  "Very good. But do you happen to know one thing?"




  "No, tell it me, and then I shall know."




  "Well, then, I think that Aramis is forgetting you."




  "Do you really think so?"




  "Yes; for at Fontainebleau yonder, you must know, they are laughing, dancing, banqueting and drawing the corks of M. de Mazarin's wine in fine style. Are you aware that they have a ballet every evening there?"




  "The deuce they have!"




  "I assure you that your dear Aramis is forgetting you."




  "Well, that is not at all unlikely, and I have myself thought so sometimes."




  "Unless he is playing you a trick, the sly fellow!"




  "Oh!"




  "You know that Aramis is as sly as a fox."




  "Yes, but to play me a trick—"




  "Listen; in the first place, he puts you under a sort of sequestration."




  "He sequestrates me! Do you mean to say I am sequestrated?"




  "I think so."




  "I wish you would have the goodness to prove that to me."




  "Nothing easier. Do you ever go out?"




  "Never."




  "Do you ever ride on horseback?"




  "Never."




  "Are your friends allowed to come and see you?"




  "Never."




  "Very well, then; never to go out, never to ride on horseback, never to be allowed to see your friends, that is called being sequestrated."




  "But why should Aramis sequestrate me?" inquired Porthos.




  "Come," said D'Artagnan, "be frank, Porthos."




  "As gold."




  "It was Aramis who drew the plan of the fortifications at Belle-Isle, was it not?"




  Porthos colored as he said, "Yes; but that was all that he did."




  "Exactly, and my own opinion is that it was no very great affair after all."




  "That is mine, too."




  "Very good; I am delighted we are of the same opinion."




  "He never even came to Belle-Isle," said Porthos.




  "There now, you see."




  "It was I who went to Vannes, as you may have seen."




  "Say, rather, as I did see. Well, that is precisely the state of the case, my dear Porthos. Aramis, who only drew the plans, wishes to pass himself off as the engineer, while you, who, stone by stone, built the wall, the citadel, and the bastions, he wishes to reduce to the rank of a mere builder."




  "By builder, you mean mason, perhaps?"




  "Mason; the very word."




  "Plasterer, in fact?"




  "Precisely."




  "A laborer?"




  "Exactly."




  "Oh! oh! my dear Aramis, you seem to think you are only five-and-twenty years of age still."




  "Yes, and that is not all, for he believes you are fifty."




  "I should have amazingly liked to have seen him at work."




  "Yes, indeed."




  "A fellow who has got the gout!"




  "Yes."




  "Who has lost three of his teeth!"




  "Four."




  "While I, look at mine." And Porthos, opening his large mouth very wide, displayed two rows of teeth rather less white than snow, but as even, hard, and sound as ivory.




  "You can hardly believe, Porthos," said D'Artagnan, "what a fancy the king has for good teeth. Yours decide me; I will present you to the king myself."




  "You?"




  "Why not? Do you think I have less credit at court than Aramis?"




  "Oh no!"




  "Do you think that I have the slightest pretensions upon the fortifications at Belle-Isle?"




  "Certainly not."




  "It is your own interest alone which would induce me to do it."




  "I don't doubt it in the least."




  "Well! I am the intimate friend of the king; and a proof of that is, that whenever there is anything disagreeable to tell him, it is I who have to do it."




  "But, dear D'Artagnan, if you present me—"




  "Well!"




  "Aramis will be angry."




  "With me?"




  "No, with me."




  "Bah! whether he or I present you, since you are to be presented, what does it matter?"




  "They were going to get me some clothes made."




  "Your own are splendid."




  "Oh! those I had ordered were far more beautiful."




  "Take care; the king likes simplicity."




  "In that case, I will be simple. But what will M. Fouquet say, when he learns that I have left?"




  "Are you a prisoner, then, on parole?"




  "No, not quite that. But I promised him I would not leave without letting him know."




  "Wait a minute, we shall return to that presently. Have you anything to do here?"




  "I, nothing; nothing of any importance, at least."




  "Unless, indeed, you are Aramis' representative for something of importance."




  "By no means."




  "What I tell you, pray understand that, is out of interest for you. I suppose, for instance, that you are commissioned to send messages and letters to him?"




  "Ah! letters, yes. I send certain letters to him."




  "Where?"




  "To Fontainebleau."




  "Have you any letters, then?"




  "But—"




  "Nay, let me speak. Have you any letters, I say?"




  "I have just received one for him."




  "Interesting?"




  "I suppose so."




  "You do not read them, then?"




  "I am not at all curious," said Porthos, as he drew out of his pocket the soldier's letter which Porthos had not read, but which D'Artagnan had.




  "Do you know what to do with it?" said D'Artagnan.




  "Of course; do as I always do, send it to him."




  "Not so."




  "Why not? Keep it, then?"




  "Did they not tell you that this letter was important?"




  "Very important."




  "Well, you must take it yourself to Fontainebleau."




  "To Aramis?"




  "Yes."




  "Very good."




  "And since the king is there—"




  "You will profit by that."




  "I shall profit by the opportunity to present you to the king."




  "Ah! D'Artagnan, there is no one like you to find expedients."




  "Therefore, instead of forwarding to our friend any messages, which may or may not be faithfully delivered, we will ourselves be the bearers of the letter."




  "I had never even thought of that, and yet it is simple enough."




  "And therefore, because it is urgent, Porthos, we ought to set off at once."




  "In fact," said Porthos, "the sooner we set off the less chance there is of Aramis' letter meeting with any delay."




  "Porthos, your reasoning is always very accurate, and, in your case, logic seems to serve as an auxiliary to the imagination."




  "Do you think so?" said Porthos.




  "It is the result of your hard reading," replied D'Artagnan. "So come along, let us be off."




  "But," said Porthos, "my promise to M. Fouquet?"




  "Which?"




  "Not to leave St. Mandé without telling him of it."




  "Ah! Porthos," said D'Artagnan, "how very young you are."




  "In what way?"




  "You are going to Fontainebleau, are you not, where you will find M. Fouquet?"




  "Yes."




  "Probably in the king's palace."




  "Yes," repeated Porthos, with an air full of majesty.




  "Well, you will accost him with these words: 'M. Fouquet, I have the honor to inform you that I have just left St. Mandé.'"




  "And," said Porthos, with the same majestic mien, "seeing me at Fontainebleau at the king's, M. Fouquet will not be able to tell me I am not speaking the truth."




  "My dear Porthos, I was just on the point of opening my lips to make the same remark, but you anticipate me in everything. Oh! Porthos, how fortunately you are gifted; age has not made any impression on you."




  "Not overmuch, certainly."




  "Then there is nothing more to say?"




  "I think not."




  "All your scruples are removed?"




  "Quite so."




  "In that case I shall carry you off with me."




  "Exactly; and I shall go and get my horses saddled."




  "You have horses here, then?"




  "I have five."




  "You had them sent from Pierrefonds, I suppose?"




  "No, M. Fouquet gave them to me."




  "My dear Porthos, we shall not want five horses for two persons; besides, I have already three in Paris, which will make eight, and that will be too many."




  "It would not be too many if I had some of my servants here; but, alas! I have not got them."




  "Do you regret them, then?"




  "I regret Mousqueton; I need Mousqueton."




  "What a good-hearted fellow you are, Porthos," said D'Artagnan; "but the best thing you can do is to leave your horses here, as you have left Mousqueton out yonder."




  "Why so?"




  "Because, by-and-by, it might turn out a very good thing if M. Fouquet had never given you anything at all."




  "I don't understand you," said Porthos.




  "It is not necessary you should understand."




  "But yet—"




  "I will explain to you later, Porthos."




  "I'll wager it is some piece of policy or other."




  "And of the most subtle character," returned D'Artagnan.




  Porthos bent his head at this word policy; then, after a moment's reflection, he added: "I confess, D'Artagnan, that I am no politician."




  "I know that well."




  "Oh! no one knows what you told me yourself, you the bravest of the brave."




  "What did I tell you, Porthos?"




  "That every man has his day. You told me so, and I have experienced it myself. There are certain days when one feels less pleasure than others in exposing one's self to a bullet or a sword-thrust."




  "Exactly my own idea."




  "And mine, too, although I can hardly believe in blows or thrusts which kill outright."




  "The deuce! and yet you have killed a few in your time."




  "Yes; but I have never been killed."




  "Your reason is a very good one."




  "Therefore I do not believe I shall ever die from a thrust of a sword or a gunshot."




  "In that case, then, you are afraid of nothing. Ah! water, perhaps?"




  "Oh, I swim like an otter."




  "Of a quartan fever, then?"




  "I never had one yet, and I don't believe I ever shall; but there is one thing I will admit;" and Porthos dropped his voice.




  "What is that?" asked D'Artagnan, adopting the same tone of voice as Porthos.




  "I must confess," repeated Porthos, "that I am horribly afraid of political matters."




  "Ah! bah!" exclaimed D'Artagnan.




  "Upon my word, it's true," said Porthos, in a stentorian voice. "I have seen his eminence Monsieur le Cardinal de Richelieu, and his eminence Monsieur le Cardinal de Mazarin; the one was a red politician, the other a black politician; I have never felt very much more satisfaction with the one than with the other; the first struck off the heads of M. de Marillac, M. de Thou, M. de Cinq-Mars, M. Chalais, M. de Boutteville, and M. de Montmorency; the second got a whole crowd of Frondeurs cut in pieces, and we belonged to them."




  "On the contrary, we did not belong to them," said D'Artagnan.




  "Oh! indeed, yes; for, if I unsheathed my sword for the cardinal, I struck for the king."




  "Dear Porthos!"




  "Well, I have done. My dread of politics is such, that if there is any question of politics in the matter, I should far sooner prefer to return to Pierrefonds."




  "You would be quite right if that were the case. But with me, dear Porthos, no politics at all, that is quite clear. You have labored hard in fortifying Belle-Isle; the king wished to know the name of the clever engineer under whose directions the works were carried on; you are modest, as all men of true genius are; perhaps Aramis wishes to put you under a bushel. But I happen to seize hold of you; I make it known who you are; I produce you; the king rewards you; and that is the only policy I have to do with."




  "And the only one I will have to do with either," said Porthos, holding out his hand to D'Artagnan.




  But D'Artagnan knew Porthos' grasp; he knew that once imprisoned within the baron's five fingers, no hand ever left it without being half-crushed. He therefore held out, not his hand, but his fist, and Porthos did not even perceive the difference. The servants talked a little with each other in an undertone, and whispered a few words, which D'Artagnan understood, but which he took very good care not to let Porthos understand. "Our friend," said he to himself, "was really and truly Aramis' prisoner. Let us now see what the result will be of the liberation of the captive."




  




   




  




  CHAPTER XI.




  THE RAT AND THE CHEESE.




  D'Artagnan and Porthos returned on foot, as D'Artagnan had arrived. When D'Artagnan, as he entered the shop of the Pilon d'Or, had announced to Planchet that M. de Valon would be one of the privileged travelers, and when the plume in Porthos' hat had made the wooden candles suspended over the front jingle together, something almost like a melancholy presentiment troubled the delight which Planchet had promised himself for the next day. But the grocer's heart was of sterling metal, a precious relic of the good old time, which always remains what it has always been for those who are getting old the time of their youth, and for those who are young the old age of their ancestors. Planchet, notwithstanding the sort of internal shiver, which he checked immediately he experienced it, received Porthos, therefore, with a respect mingled with the most tender cordiality. Porthos, who was a little cold and stiff in his manners at first, on account of the social difference which existed at that period between a baron and a grocer, soon began to get a little softened when he perceived so much good-feeling and so many kind attentions in Planchet. He was particularly touched by the liberty which was permitted him to plunge his large hands into the boxes of dried fruits and preserves, into the sacks of nuts and almonds, and into the drawers full of sweetmeats. So that, notwithstanding Planchet's pressing invitations to go upstairs to the entresol, he chose as his favorite seat, during the evening which he had to spend at Planchet's house, the shop itself, where his fingers could always find whatever his nose had first detected for him. The delicious figs from Provence, filberts from the forest, Tours plums, were subjects of his interrupted attention for five consecutive hours. His teeth, like millstones, cracked heaps of nuts, the shells of which were scattered all over the floor, where they were trampled by every one who went in and out of the shop; Porthos pulled from the stalk with his lips, at one mouthful, bunches of the rich Muscatel raisins with their beautiful bloom and a half-pound of which passed at one gulp from his mouth to his stomach. In one of the corners of the shop, Planchet's assistants, crouching down in a fright, looked at each other without venturing to open their lips. They did not know who Porthos was, for they had never seen him before. The race of those Titans, who had worn the cuirasses of Hugues Capet, Philip Augustus and Francis the First, had already begun to disappear. They could not help thinking he might possibly be the ogre of the fairytale, who was going to turn the whole contents of Planchet's shop into his insatiable stomach, and that, too, without in the slightest degree displacing the barrels and chests that were in it. Cracking, munching, chewing, nibbling, sucking, and swallowing, Porthos occasionally said to the grocer:




  "You do a very good business here, friend Planchet."




  "He will very soon have none at all to do, if this continues," grumbled the foreman, who had Planchet's word that he should be his successor. And, in his despair, he approached Porthos, who blocked up the whole of the passage leading from the back shop to the shop itself. He hoped that Porthos would rise, and that this movement would distract his devouring ideas.
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