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Praise for Pierre Pevel and The Cardinal’s Blades:


‘This is a swashbuckling novel packed with rooftop chases, back-alley swordfights, epic tavern brawls, clandestine roadside meetings in coaches and cool diplomatic exchanges between men of power where what is left unsaid can be as important as what is voiced … Overall, The Cardinal’s Blades is a rollicking good book, full of action, adventure, mystery and some quite delicious intrigue’


The Wertzone


‘If you are looking for a swashbuckler, you won’t be disappointed with The Cardinal’s Blades, especially if you like your swashbuckling with a smattering of history’


Interzone


‘If I had to sum up The Cardinal’s Blades in two words, they would be: great fun. This is the France of Alexandre Dumas and Fanfan la Tulipe: a land of flashing blades and break-neck chases, beautiful women and gallant warriors, of masquerades and midnight plots and sword play’


Strange Horizons


‘A fantasy novel of depth and style … Thanks to Pevel’s eye for detail, swashbuckling action and characterisation this is something quite original’


SciFi Now


‘An enormously thigh-slapping, cheering, toasting, roaring, puking, bawling, galloping, adventuring hearty piece of fiction’


Adam Roberts


‘A fast-moving fantasy of sword play, disguise and deception in the Paris of The Three Musketeers, with the blood of dragons splashed across the unforeseen consequences of follies and tragedies past. Dumas would surely approve and I loved it’


Juliet E. McKenna
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July 1633


Night coiled itself around Mont-Saint-Michel.


Forbidding but elegant, the abbey built on the summit overlooked the immense bay that stretched out below it, still damp from the last tide and crossed by short-lived streams. A thin crescent moon floated in an ink-black sky. Just above the sands, dragonnets dove and twirled in the banks of mist, their wings tearing it away in tatters that immediately dissipated in the air.


A rider came to halt on the shore. She was young and beautiful, slender in build, with a pale complexion, green eyes and full, dark lips. Her heavy black curls were gathered into a braid that had started to come undone during her long journey on horseback. She wore thigh boots, breeches and a white shirt beneath a thick red leather corset, and carried a sword at her hip. She was no ordinary rider. She was a baronne, bore the name of Agnès de Vaudreuil, and belonged to an elite unit serving at the command of Cardinal Richelieu: the Cardinal’s Blades. But her past concealed other secrets, most of them painful.


One of them had brought her here.


Agnès considered the abbey for a moment, its Gothic spire and tall shadowy buildings, and the village that slumbered beneath its walls, sheltered behind solid ramparts. Having undergone various changes over the centuries, the site now belonged to the Sisters of Saint Georges, the famous Chatelaines. The mission assigned to this religious order was to protect the French throne from the threat of dragons, waging a veritable war against them. And no war could be won without possessing a strong citadel. The abbey of Mont-Saint-Michel had become the Chatelaines’ citadel, and they had proceeded to enlarge and embellish it, hollowing out mysterious underground chambers beneath it and covering its roofs above with draconite – a rare alchemical stone as black and shiny as obsidian. Pilgrims ceased to visit. These days, the abbey was more often referred to as ‘Mont-des-Chatelaines’ than as Mont-Saint-Michel.


Referred to with a certain hint of fear …


Sitting straight, her hands on the pommel of her saddle, Agnès eased her shoulders slightly forward and closed her eyes. Perhaps to catch the caress of the sea breeze. Or perhaps to collect her thoughts and summon her courage. She only opened them when she heard another rider arrive behind her. She didn’t turn to look. She knew who it was.


Ballardieu drew up by her side. Squat and heavily built, the old soldier presented the ruddy face of a man who had no fear of indulging in wine and good food. He had put on weight over the years and no doubt he walked with a slower step now than in his youth. But it would be a mistake to be taken in by that, for he remained a force to be reckoned with.


‘No one followed us,’ he announced.


Agnès glanced at him.


‘Good,’ she said with a nod.


With Ballardieu watching her out of the corner of his eye, she looked up at the abbey again. Her beautiful face was grave, and a curl of black hair fluttered at her cheek.


‘Let’s get on with it.’


She urged her horse forward.


Mont-Saint-Michel was a craggy island, surrounded by water at high tide. It was crowned by the imposing and mysterious Chatelaine abbey, while the village occupied its two more accessible sides – so accessible, in fact, that ramparts had been built to defend them. In contrast, even at low tide the western and northern sides of the island were impregnable. Here there were no walls, towers, or gates, just steep, rocky slopes that were hidden by dense trees, condemning any attackers to attempt an impossible climb.


Agnès and Ballardieu made a wide detour before approaching the mount again from the north. They stopped in the shelter of a spur of rock on which stood an ancient chapel dedicated to Saint Aubert. They dismounted and, handing her reins to the old soldier, Agnès observed the night sky before saying:


‘I must hurry …’


‘Are you sure you would not rather—’


‘Stay here and mind you keep the horses out of sight. I’ll be back soon.’


‘Be careful, girl. Don’t make me come and get you.’


Ballardieu watched with a worried gaze as the young woman moved quickly towards an old tower that stood below the first of the rocky cliffs. This tower housed a spring that had once provided Mont-Saint-Michel with fresh water. Originally it had been accessible via a narrow stairway between high walls that descended directly from the abbey. The stairs were no longer maintained, but they were still passable. Following her instructions, Agnès knocked at the door that guarded their entry and waited.


The door opened slightly and a sister of the Order of Saint Georges peeped out warily. She was young. No doubt she had only taken her vows in the past year.


‘I am Agnès de Vaudreuil.’


The sister nodded and hastily let Agnès pass. She was wearing an ample black cloak and hood over her white robe and veil. She held a similar cloak out to the baronne de Vaudreuil, and said:


‘This is for you. I am Sœur Marie-Bénédicte.’


‘Please don’t lock the door, sister,’ Agnès requested as she pulled on the loose-fitting garment.


‘But I—’


‘If I must make my escape on my own, I would prefer not to break my neck running into it.’


‘Escape?’


‘You never know, sister …’


Worried, and visibly pressed for time, the young Chatelaine conceded the point.


As she followed the sister up the steps, Agnès recalled her own novitiate in the religious order. Had she really been so young, when she was forced to make the choices that would decide her future? She could scarcely believe it. And yet she had come very close to taking the veil.


The stairway was so steep it couldn’t be climbed without growing short of breath. When they reached the top, a second door was unlocked and opened onto a narrow terrace looking out at the tall façade of a Gothic building that was impressive both in its size and its beauty: the church known as ‘La Merveille’. The terrace served as a defensive walkway. Agnès and the Chatelaine quickly crossed it, and the baronne allowed herself to be led into the secret heart of the abbey.


Happily, there were few sentries about.


As a result, and despite her fears, Sœur Marie-Bénédicte was able to deliver Agnès to her destination without mishap. The sister opened the door at the end of a narrow archway, and followed the baronne inside after giving a last nervous glance around. They found themselves in a dark vestibule, where a burning oil lamp cast only a dim glow. The young Chatelaine lit a torch before leading them into a blind corridor.


‘Here we are,’ she said, halting before a door.


She looked furtively to left and right before pushing it open and then moving aside.


‘Be quick,’ she murmured. ‘They could discover I took the keys at any moment.’


The baronne de Vaudreuil nodded and, unaccompanied, entered the austere, windowless convent cell. A woman lay sleeping on the narrow bed. Agnès had trouble recognising the beautiful face in the shadows, its pale features marked by fatigue. But it was Sœur Béatrice d’Aussaint. What ordeal could have affected her so deeply?


Béatrice and Agnès had first met and been friends during their novitiate. But Sœur Béatrice had taken the veil and even gone on to become a ‘louve’, or a she-wolf, as the young baronne had originally hoped to do herself. Forming an exclusive band within the Sisters of Saint Georges, the Louves blanches, or White Wolves, took their name from the Saint-Loup convent where they were based, as well as from their military calling and their tendency to hunt in packs. Both nuns and warriors, the White Wolves rode on horseback and tracked down dragons, often armed with no more than a draconite blade and the shield of their faith. Agnès had little doubt that Sœur Béatrice d’Aussaint was one of the best.


Removing her black cloak, the baronne sat on the bed by the sleeping woman and touched her hand. Sœur Béatrice immediately opened her eyes, and Agnès was forced to bite back a gasp of surprise when she saw their glassy whiteness and realised her friend was blind.


‘Agnès? Is that you, Agnès?’


‘Yes, Béatrice. It’s me.’


‘Lord be praised! My prayers are answered!’


‘My God, Béatrice, your eyes! What happened?’ asked Agnès in a soft voice.


‘It’s nothing. Just the price of … It won’t last, I believe.’


‘The price of what?’


‘You must know, Agnès. You must see what I have seen!’


The louve tried to sit up in her bed, but Agnès prevented her, gently pressing down on her shoulders and saying:


‘Calm yourself, Béatrice. You need to rest. I can come back later.’


‘No!’ cried the other woman. ‘Now! It can’t wait! Give me your hands, Agnès.’ The sister’s fingers gripped those of the baronne. ‘And now, see … See,’ she repeated in a weaker tone. ‘You must … see.’


Her milky white eyes darkened as if injected with a black liquid, and suddenly Agnès’ awareness plunged into their abysmal depths.


And she saw.


It was night. Panicked crowds ran through streets lit by flames to the sound of a deafening, crackling roar. Fire rained from the sky in brief but powerful gouts, belched out by a great black dragon. Incandescent blasts struck the rooftops; the dazzling columns produced explosions of tiles and red-hot sprays of particles fell to the ground below. The city’s bells were pealing in alarm. The terrorised residents jostled, fought and trampled one another in their desire to flee. Fear and panic were killing as many people as the fires and the collapsing buildings. Some soldiers were firing their muskets futilely into the air. Human torches wriggled and thrashed horribly. The blazes consumed entire neighbourhoods and the whole immense conflagration was reflected in the dark waters of the Seine as it flowed past the Louvre. The royal palace, too, had been set alight.


Paris burned, helplessly exposed to the rage of a dragon whose onyx scales glowed red and gold. It roared, spat and exulted. A single crafted jewel shone flamboyantly upon its brow. Its fire lashed out as it descended from on high to skim over the rooftops. Then it rose again with a few beats of its wings, leaving a swathe of destruction in its wake. The creature was immense and powerful, its anger bestial. It lingered for a moment in the black skies, contemplating its work, no doubt searching for another spot to continue its ravages. Then, having found its goal, it dove back towards the flames and the horror …


Suddenly, the bells of Notre-Dame began to toll.


Agnès came back to her senses with a jolt.


Her eyes filled with tears and she was stunned for a moment by this shared vision which had seemed so powerful, so vivid, so real. Then the full realisation of what she had seen struck her with all its terror.


Sœur Béatrice had relinquished her grip on the baronne’s hands. Her eyes had turned milky again and, having fainted, her face now expressed a measure of peaceful release: finally freed of a burden she had borne to the very limits of her strength.


‘No … no!’ Agnès exclaimed. ‘Béatrice! You must explain this to me! You must!’


She took hold of the Chatelaine by the shoulders, sat her up and shook her, forcing her to respond:


‘Tell me, Béatrice! What did I see? What did you show me?’


‘This … this will come to pass,’ the louve murmured.


‘Who is that dragon? Where does it come from?’


‘No … No name … The Primordial … The Primordial of the Arcana …’


‘What? I don’t understand, Béatrice. Speak sense, I beg of you!’


Struggling against exhaustion, Sœur Béatrice replied:


‘The Arcana … Beware of the Arcana … and of the Heir … There are many of them … The Alchemist …’


‘The Alchemist?’


Just then, Sœur Marie-Bénédicte opened the door from the corridor and announced:


‘It’s time, madame.’


‘One moment,’ said Agnès, without turning round. Still holding Sœur Béatrice by the shoulders, she asked her, ‘This alchemist, it’s the Alchemist of the Shadows, isn’t it?’


‘The Alchemist … of the Shadows.’


‘It’s time to leave, madame!’ the young Chatelaine insisted.


‘Then leave!’ Agnès snapped sharply.


Turning back to the louve, who was beginning to nod off, she said, ‘Béatrice, the Alchemist has been taken care of. You haven’t heard, but we defeated him. He can no longer harm any—’


‘The Alchemist … The queen … in danger …’


‘No, Béatrice. Calm down. The queen is safe, I assure you. You must tell me about the black dragon. I need know what—’


‘The queen …The Heir …’


‘The dragon, Béatrice! The dragon!’


But Sœur Béatrice had lost consciousness again, and Agnès laid her head on the pillow before turning back to the doorway …


… to find that the young Chatelaine was no longer there.


The baronne swore and went out into corridor. It was empty: Sœur Marie-Bénédicte hadn’t waited for her. Swearing even more roundly, she swept her black cloak about her and set forth. Would she be able to find the way out on her own? She reached the vestibule where the Chatelaine had lit her torch and almost ran into someone. It was the sister returning.


‘Some louves have arrived,’ she announced. ‘Three of them. On wyverns.’


‘So?’


‘They were not expected,’ the young Chatelaine explained anxiously. ‘One went to wake the mother superior. The other two have summoned the guards and—’


She did not finish, for just then the bells began to ring.


Nagged by worry, and spurred on by his instincts, Ballardieu became convinced something had gone wrong when he saw three wyverns in white harness arrive. He was nearly halfway up the stairs leading to the abbey when he heard the bells start to toll. The old soldier picked up his pace, swearing under his breath as he climbed.


‘Leave me,’ said Agnès in a low voice.


Her tone brooked no argument.


She and Sœur Marie-Bénédicte had paused at the corner of a building. The bells were still ringing and the abbey was beginning to stir.


‘I beg your pardon?’ responded the young Chatelaine.


‘Leave me here, and go back … Go to wherever you should be.’


‘Madame, I promised Mère de Cernay—’


Interrupting her, Agnès took the nun by the shoulders and looked her straight in the eyes.


‘Listen to me, sister. You have done all you can. Soon, this place will be swarming with guards. I am used to these situations and I can outwit the sentries more easily if I am on my own. Off with you!’


‘Will you be able to find your way?’


‘Of course,’ the baronne de Vaudreuil lied. ‘Now, go! Run! And thank you.’


At first reluctantly, then with a swifter step, the young Chatelaine moved away and disappeared beneath an arch.


Still hoping to leave the abbey by the route she came in, Agnès headed for the long narrow terrace at the top of the abandoned old stairway. From there, she intended to go back down to the bay and rejoin Ballardieu by the Saint-Aubert chapel as quickly as possible. The old soldier must have heard the bells and she knew him well enough to know that he would not sit still for long …


Avoiding a patrol that hurried past, Agnès made her way by guesswork through the maze of buildings forming the abbey. She had almost reached her goal when she made an error and climbed a flight of stairs. Her blunder allowed her to evade a second patrol which was investigating more slowly and thoroughly than the first, but it brought her to a sort of balcony from where she could only gaze helplessly at the terrace she was trying to reach. The detour saved her from worse trouble than the patrol, however, when she saw guards moving back and forth along the terrace while a figure in white – one of the louves, no doubt – gave them their orders. Armed men were already making their way down the stairway that led to the old spring.


And to freedom.


‘Merde!’ Agnès muttered between her teeth, thinking of Ballardieu.


Would he be able to escape? If he did, he would take the horses with him.


Determined to find her own way out, the baronne de Vaudreuil drew away from the parapet, turned around, and froze: three men had crept up behind her and now advanced in a threatening manner. Dressed in black, they belonged to the redoubtable Guards of Saint Georges, better known as the Black Guards. They were all gentlemen, all skilled swordsmen, and they protected and served the Chatelaines with absolute devotion.


The three guards drew their weapons.


‘Surrender, madame,’ said one, as the other two moved out to his right and left.


Sure of themselves, they had not called for reinforcements. That stung the impetuous baronne de Vaudreuil’s pride, and she wondered if they knew with whom they were dealing. But their excessive confidence could be useful. Spreading open the front of her cape, she unsheathed her rapier, with a blade made of the finest Toledo steel.


She placed herself en garde, but her wrist trembled and her eyes darted about nervously.


‘Come now, madame. Give us your sword, I beg of you.’


‘If you insist.’


Taking advantage of the narrowness of the balcony, Agnès attacked with a feint. She slammed a sharp elbow beneath the chin of one guard, parried the blade of the next, and fell back before the third, who lunged too far. She doubled him over with a vicious knee to his belly. The two men she had struck collapsed, one of them knocked out cold and the other not much better off. The last man standing believed he still had time to act. But the young woman turned and pressed up against him, seizing his collar. There was a click and a metallic hiss. With her thumb, Agnès had released the stiletto blade concealed in the grip of her sword. The sharpened steel sprang from the pommel and its edge now tickled at the astonished guard’s throat.


‘One word, one murmur, and you die. Understood?’


The man nodded.


Unfortunately, the guard she had felled with her knee was now getting up. Staggering to his feet, he took hold of the parapet and shouted:


‘HELP!’


All eyes on the long terrace, including the louve’s, lifted to the balcony. Reacting immediately, Agnès spun on her heels and used her momentum to push the man she held toward the parapet. Surprised, he tripped and fell out into the air. He screamed briefly, clearly believing his death was at hand, but landed without too much injury on a roof two metres below.


A black cloaked figure, Agnès took flight.


The obsessive steady tolling of the bells was now mixed with the voices of the guards calling out and guiding one another. Rapier in her fist, she ran. Mont-Saint-Michel had become a net from which she had to escape at all costs. For it was not simply a matter of her freedom. She had to alert people of the terrible danger that threatened Paris. But the abbey, greatly enlarged by the Chatelaines’ building and digging into the rock, was a labyrinth of passages, galleries, and narrow stairways often hemmed in by high walls. Despite her fear of becoming lost and constant dread she would run into a sentry, Agnès could not afford to slow her pace.


Bursting out of a small courtyard, she was suddenly forced to halt. A patrol was coming toward her. She turned back, reentered the courtyard, and heard more pursuers approaching from the opposite direction. The guards would be on her in less than a minute. She dashed beneath an arch only to run into a locked door, and grimaced. She pressed her back to the wood. Was there any chance that the soldiers would pass by without seeing her? Probably not. She was cornered. There was only one question left in her mind:


Surrender or fight?


A movement caught her attention. Agnès was astonished to see Ballardieu behind the parapet of a roofed gallery overlooking the courtyard. She gave him a sign which he answered. He understood the situation and would act. She also understood and nodded reluctantly, reminding herself that it was essential she got word of her discovery out.


The patrols arrived in the courtyard from either side at the same moment. They were not solely made up of Black Guards. There were also halberdiers and several harquebusiers drawn from the village garrison. Ballardieu let the guard of his sheathed rapier scrape against the stone wall as he rubbed past it. The sound seemed involuntary and immediately alerted the armed men below to his presence.


‘UP HERE! UP THERE! THE INTRUDER!’


The old soldier pretended to be startled before taking to his heels. Shots were fired and the hunt took a new course that drew the guards away from Agnès. Nevertheless, she waited a moment before abandoning her hiding-place. She listened intently, watching the shadows, and then sped away.


An idea came to her.


Her cloak flapping in the dark shadows, Agnès ran with long silent strides. Twice she had to conceal herself in a corner or recess as guards approached her, their weapons clanking and hobnailed boots clattering on the flagstones. They passed by without bothering to search, however.


Ballardieu had attracted the pack’s attention and artfully kept them busy, but he could only offer the baronne a brief respite. She knew time was working against her and that the guards would soon be on her trail again, but there was still no question of descending the old stairway to the spring. Nor of going down to the village with any hope of successfully scaling its defensive wall. And even supposing she managed to escape the mount, what would she do next? Regain the mainland on foot? She was sure to be spotted and captured on the bay’s immense tidal flats, especially now that all the sentries were on alert. Or be drowned in the next high tide that would come sweeping in at dawn. Its speed here at Mont-Saint-Michel was notorious. Not to mention the dangers posed by quicksand and wild sand dragonnets.


That left only the air.


That left the louves’ wyverns.


The winged steeds should still be waiting on the abbey’s flight platform. Supported by a solid framework, its floor jutted out from the north-eastern corner of La Merveille. It could be reached from the upper floor of the church, but also by means of a series of stairways and landings forming a permanent wooden structure that climbed the outer wall of the building.


As she expected, Agnès found a sentry at the bottom of the first flight of stairs. She quickly knocked him out and began her ascent to the platform. She took the steps two at a time, then slowed down and cautiously unsheathed her sword as she approached the top. A strong wind was howling in the night. The place seemed to be deserted, but the wyverns were there, under shelters that extended from the slate roof.


She set one foot down on the floor which, although it appeared solid, creaked like a ship’s deck at sea. Suddenly, she heard the echo of distant shots. They weren’t shooting at her, so they could only be aimed at Ballardieu. She hurried forward, crossing the platform, and looked down from the other side.


The view was dizzying. La Merveille’s height was added to that of the mount, so the platform was perched nearly a hundred and fifty metres above sea level and overlooked the long terrace which guarded the north side of the rock, serving as a walkway for its defenders. That was where Agnès had arrived, and it was where she now saw Ballardieu running, closely pursued, with shots whistling past his ears. No doubt he had hoped to escape by the stairway leading down to the spring. But he couldn’t. Cornered, he unsheathed his sword and turned, his back against the parapet. Another shot grazed him. He realised that he was finished and raised his arms wide in surrender. A Black Guard ordered the arquebusiers to cease shooting, but too late. They had already knelt to take aim and opened fire. The shots cracked out in a cloud of smoke. Hit square on, Ballardieu toppled over the wall and out into empty space.


Agnès’ eyes opened wide in disbelief, a cry held prisoner in her knotted throat. Trembling, she stumbled away from the edge, back toward the centre of the flight platform.


She had just watched Ballardieu die.


Her face was livid and she fought for air, but the howling wind didn’t stop her hearing:


‘Now that was a useless death.’


She spun round and found herself in the presence of three Chatelaines, one of whom remained still while the other two carefully spread out to surround her. They were armed with draconite rapiers. Their heads were covered by veils and wimples, but they also wore boots and breeches beneath their white robes.


The louves.


‘It’s over,’ said the one who had just spoken. ‘Your sword.’


Her black cape flapping about her in the gusts of wind, Agnès de Vaudreuil placed herself en garde and, with a look full of hatred, indifferent to the outcome of a fight that she already knew to be lost, she issued her challenge:


‘Come and fetch it.’


Above the abbey, three shapes had appeared in the night sky. Three white shapes, diaphanous spectres that held the glow of the thin crescent moon. Three great shapes that hovered in place, beating their wings, and seemed to waiting, watching something going on below.


The shape of three dragons.




I
The Chatelaines’ Prisoner




1


Captain Étienne-Louis de La Fargue stood in silence before the grave. Legs slightly apart, he held his hat in both hands in front of him. He was staring down at the grey stone cross. But what did he actually see? A hint of pain flickered in his eye, like lightning in a slow-moving raincloud.


Perhaps he was praying.


Tall and broad-shouldered, he was a gentleman grown white-haired with years, but hardened by many ordeals survived, battles fought, and losses mourned. His coat and his breeches were black, as were his hat and boots. As for his shirt, it was the same dark crimson shade as his baldric and the sash about his waist, knotted over his right hip. His rapier was a long, heavy and quite sturdy Pappenheimer, a weapon which resembled this old soldier: driven by honour and duty, it was said he would rather break than surrender, and he had never broken. His patriarchal features – a grim mouth, handsome wrinkles, and a firm jaw with a closely trimmed beard – were marked by small cuts still in the process of healing, while a patch covered his left eye. His split lower lip was swollen and dark.


The captain lifted his head and his sad gaze seemed to lose itself among the rooftops of the magnificent Saint-Germain-des-Prés abbey. He was alone in the small, hushed cemetery in the faubourg of the same name. It was pleasant here, among the old stones, the ivy, and the silence. The weather was sunny, and although it promised to be another day of scorching heat, the air was still mild in Paris on this morning in July 1633.


It was a season meant for life to be relished, for laughter and for love.


Without ever appearing to, a young man kept watch over the entrance to the cemetery. Leaning against the wall by the gate, he seemed to be waiting for someone as he flipped a coin in the air, killing time. His name was Arnaud de Laincourt. He was not yet thirty years old and he had only worn the steel signet ring of the Cardinal’s Blades for a short while.


A pretty young maid, who was walking jauntily past in the street clutching an empty basket, offered him a saucy glance and a cheeky little smile.


Dark and thin, Laincourt was dressed as a gentleman in a quietly elegant costume: a felt hat with the brim tilted up on one side, a slashed dark red doublet, matching breeches, a white linen shirt and top boots. With one heel placed flat upon the wall against which he slouched, he cut quite a dashing figure, his left hand resting on the pommel of a fine rapier. The crystalline blue of his eyes did not detract from his charm.


Laincourt politely saluted the young woman with a slight nod of his head.


You’re good-looking, boy.


He made no response to the person who made the remark. Not just because Laincourt was the only one able to see and hear him, but because he didn’t know what to reply. He, too, had noticed that women were looking at him differently.


But he was at a loss to explain why.


It’s because you’ve gained confidence.


You think so?


To be sure! You cultivated the art of being invisible for far too long. It was becoming second nature to you. You were basking in it …


I was a spy.


But now, you accept the fact that people see you. And you happen to be a handsome lad. You’re attractive. That’s how it is.


Laincourt felt the tap of a friendly hand upon his shoulder. He glanced at the old man beside him. The old hurdy-gurdy player always appeared in this guise, dressed in rags. But his face was no longer bruised and bloody, as it had been the last time Laincourt had seen him alive. He was even smiling now, with a proud, affectionate expression that a father might bestow upon a son.


Could he be right?


Laincourt felt he had undergone a change since joining the Cardinal’s Blades, the elite and secret band of five men and a woman, commanded by Captain La Fargue.


No, four men and one woman.


Or perhaps just three.


And what of that pretty young lady who occupies so many of your thoughts?


The old man pretended to be busy with his instrument.


Aude de Saint-Avold?


That’s the one.


The young’s man gaze grew distant.


She’s gone home to Lorraine. And I doubt she will be able to return to France.


Lorraine isn’t so far away.


Laincourt remained silent.


Lorraine was an independent duchy which France was preparing to invade. The French king’s regiments would soon march on Nancy, the duchy’s capital and a notorious hotbed of intrigue. No doubt Cardinal Richelieu would find some use for his Blades in the course of the operation. There were always opportunities for secret missions and cloak-and-dagger work in times of war.


Where is Maréchal? the hurdy-gurdy player suddenly asked.


Maréchal was the emaciated, one-eyed dragonnet that the old man used to take with him, attached to a leash, while he earned his pittance playing music in the streets. After his death, Laincourt had inherited the small winged reptile.


The young man smiled.


In his cage.


You know how he hates to be locked up—


I know. But it’s the safest place for him, in these times.


Yes, the hurdy-gurdy player agreed sadly.


Then in an offhand tone he said:


Nice ring, boy. Goodbye for now.


Saint-Lucq was making his way over from the rue du Sépulcre.


Laincourt did not look, but he knew the hurdy-gurdy player had vanished.


Saint-Lucq gave Laincourt a nod as he entered the cemetery.


He was dressed entirely in black: breeches and doublet, boots and gloves, and a felt hat. Even the fine-looking basket guard of his rapier was black. A thin scarlet feather adorned his hat. It was the same colour as the lenses of the curious round spectacles that protected his reptilian eyes. For Saint-Lucq was a half-blood. Dragon blood ran in his veins, which accounted for the dark animal charm that emanated from him. Slender and supple, elegant but sinister, Saint-Lucq was a magnificent and deadly weapon.


He walked towards La Fargue and halted a few paces away, behind him and to the right. Certain that his captain had heard his approach and recognised him, he uttered no greeting but waited patiently in the sun. Almades should have been standing here, in the best spot to keep an eye on the surroundings and guard La Fargue without being intrusive. But Almades was not here. The Spaniard’s tall, thin figure would never be seen again.


‘He knocked three times,’ La Fargue said, lowering his eyes to the grave.


Saint-Lucq did not reply.


‘Just after he shut the door,’ the captain continued. ‘He knocked on it three times with his fist. Three times, the way he always did. In spite of the circumstances. In spite of the danger. In spite of—’


He broke off.


Almades had been his friend and his bodyguard. Exiled from Spain following some dark business, the former fencing master had already been at La Fargue’s side when the Blades were formed. Silent and serious, not given to making confidences, and grim to the point of bleakness, Almades had possessed a sense of dignity that tolerated no exceptions. His only foible was that of repeating his gestures thrice. Was he saddling his horse? He tightened the strap three times. Dusting off his doublet? The brush tripled its movements back and forth. Sharpening his sword? He applied three strokes of the whetstone to one side of the blade, and then three to the other.


He couldn’t help it.


‘He knocked three times,’ La Fargue repeated. ‘He knocked three times, and then everything went up in flames.’


It had happened in broad daylight. A great black dragon had attacked Le Châtelet, the fortress in the middle of Paris whose central keep housed a prison. The bells of the French capital had pealed in alarm and those who had seen the creature passing over the city had been scarcely able to believe their eyes.


La Fargue and Almades were on the fourth floor of Le Châtelet, where the captain was visiting a prisoner in his cell. The prisoner in question was the Alchemist of the Shadows – a dragon, but one of those for whom the human form had become more natural than his true, monstrous shape. He had just masterminded a plot to abduct the queen during a ball organised by the duchesse de Chevreuse; a plot which the Cardinal’s Blades had foiled. But if the queen had been saved, if scandal had been avoided, and if most of the guilty parties had been arrested or killed, numerous questions remained unanswered. And it was those questions La Fargue had intended to put to the Alchemist.


One after another, all the city’s bells tolled as a great shadow passed with slow, powerful beats of its wings and settled on the keep of Le Châtelet. In a cell grown suddenly dark, La Fargue turned towards the window …


… and froze when he saw the enormous jaws opening to reveal the infernal glow deep within.


Almades reacted immediately.


With a single bound, he shoved a dazed La Fargue out of the cell and slammed the door shut behind him. The old captain nearly stumbled down the stairs before he caught himself.


‘No!’ he cried, spinning round as he heard Almades rap three times in quick succession on the closed door.


But the dragon was already belching its flames. The door exploded, blasted apart by a raging firestorm. A burning shockwave slammed into La Fargue, accompanied by a hail of wooden splinters. Propelled backwards, he rolled down the steps and lay stunned by a blow to the head. But the fall saved his life. Almades had known, in a fraction of a second, that there wasn’t time for them both to leave the cell and still close the door.


Neither he nor the Alchemist survived.


Of their bodies, only scattered ashes and a few bones remained. Although the Alchemist was a dragon, in human form he had been no more resistant to the blast than any common mortal. With its task complete, the great black dragon had flown off, and one by one, the bells of Paris had ceased to toll …


As he always did, La Fargue made a rapid recovery, like a knotty old oak that only lightning could kill. He had suffered a few bruises and superficial wounds, and the doctors assured him that his eye would heal. But the pain he felt lay elsewhere, in his grief and anger, in the frustration born of impotence, and in the guilt of having survived through the sacrifice of another man.


Raising his head, La Fargue drew a deep breath.


He paused, and then turned to Saint-Lucq. His eye patch gave him an even greater air of a rough gentleman hardened by battle, but his gaze was weary.


‘Still no news of Agnès?’ he asked.


‘None. Nor of Ballardieu.’


‘I’m starting to worry.’


‘Yes,’ the half-blood agreed impassively.


The captain of the Blades looked down once more at Almades’ grave. He remained lost in his thoughts, until his attention was drawn by a dragonnet speeding through the air above the cemetery. The little winged creatures were rarely seen at large now, as Parisians had recently begun to shoot them with slingshots, crossbows and arquebuses. Traps were set and people made sport of tormenting them, in lieu of their more distant, powerful cousins.


‘We’d best be getting back,’ said La Fargue, donning his hat.


The Hôtel de l’Épervier was a very austere and rather uncomfortable mansion which a Huguenot gentleman had commissioned after the Saint-Barthélemy massacre. It stood on rue Saint-Guillaume, in the faubourg Saint-Germain, not far from the large La Charité hospital. Built of grey stone, it had the unwelcoming look of a fortified manor. A high wall cut its courtyard off from the street. Flanked by a turret and a dovecote, the main building comprised a ground floor reached by a short flight of steps, two storeys with stone-mullioned windows, and an attic with a row of small dormer windows set in the slate roof. It was not an immense house, but it was efficiently arranged. The Blades had made it their headquarters, with a staff consisting of an old concierge, a young female cook and a former soldier who served as a groom.


Upon arriving at the Hôtel de l’Épervier, La Fargue, Saint-Lucq and Laincourt found the great carriage gate open and a coach standing in the courtyard. It had a superb team of horses and the coachman waiting on his seat was clean, freshly shaved and well dressed. Prestigious coats-of-arms were painted on the coach’s doors.


‘The marquis’ carriage,’ noted Saint-Lucq.


The captain nodded.


An old man was already descending the front steps as quickly as age and his wooden leg would permit. Small and thin, he had bushy eyebrows and a crown of long dirty blond hair circling his bald pate. It was Guibot, the concierge. He wore buckled shoes, a pair of dubious-looking stockings, breeches made of coarse cloth, and a shirt of yellowed linen beneath a long, sleeveless vest. Looking anxious, he tried to speak, but La Fargue cut him short.


‘Give me a moment, would you?’


Just returning from the Palais-Cardinal, Marciac entered the courtyard on horseback. He leapt from the saddle and, holding the reins in one hand, he removed a sealed letter from his doublet with the other and brandished it in the air.


La Fargue seized it.


‘Good news?’ he asked.


‘An audience,’ the Gascon replied.


‘At last!’


Marciac watched as the captain broke the wax seal and opened the letter. He wore a satisfied expression, but his features were drawn, his cheeks were unshaven and his hair was in disarray. His clothes were also rather unkempt, as was usually the case with him, although today he had the excuse of having spent part of the night up and about. He was dressed in a blood-red doublet, matching breeches covered in dust, a shirt with its collar hanging wide open, and a pair of worn boots. Blond, attractive, with the eye of a seducer and a roguish smile, he wore his sword with a casual grace.


‘No doubt we owe this hearing to dear old Charpentier,’ he explained. ‘I think he took pity on us. That, or he’s fed up with seeing one of us hanging about the Narrow Gallery, day and night.’


Within the Palais-Cardinal, the Narrow Gallery was a dimly lit corridor, furnished with a pair of benches facing one another between two doors, where those Cardinal Richelieu could not receive officially were forced to wait. Over the past few days Marciac, Laincourt and Saint-Lucq had each spent long hours sitting there.


‘The Cardinal will receive me at ten o’clock,’ La Fargue announced as he refolded the letter.


That did not leave him much time.


‘Go and freshen up,’ he said to Marciac. ‘And get some rest.’


Then he turned towards Guibot.


‘Where is he waiting for me?’


‘In the main hall,’ replied the concierge.


‘Good. Thank you.’


‘Captain?’ ventured Laincourt as La Fargue was starting up the front steps.


‘Yes?’


‘Will you be needing me right away?’


La Fargue frowned for a moment.


‘No,’ he said. ‘I don’t think so.’


‘I haven’t been home for several days now, captain.’


It was true, but Laincourt really wanted to see his friend Bertaud and Bertaud’s daughter, Clotilde. Jules Bertaud was a bookseller in his neighbourhood. Laincourt was always made welcome at his shop and, even if he remained oblivious to the feelings which sweet, young Clotilde had for him, he knew that both father and daughter worried if he went too long without paying a visit.


‘Very well. But be here when I return from the Palais-Cardinal. God only knows what will come out of my interview with His Eminence. Is that understood?’


‘Thank you, captain.’


As Laincourt went on his way and Marciac made a detour to the kitchen, La Fargue and Saint-Lucq entered the main building.


All residences of a certain social standing had at least one room large enough to hold a reception. It was called the hall, the other rooms being known as chambers and not having any specific purpose. The Hôtel de l’Épervier had such a hall, but the Blades had converted it into a fencing room where they trained, and as the place where they gathered together when they could not use the garden.


As Guibot had already informed them, the marquis d’Aubremont was waiting there. Like La Fargue, he was about sixty years of age, and was an elegant grey-haired gentleman with a dignified air, who still wielded a sword confidently and had an unwavering gaze.


When the Blades’ captain entered, the two men exchanged greetings and, without further ado, La Fargue said:


‘Welcome. I must tell you that the cardinal has just granted me an interview, for which I have been waiting some time now. I’m sincerely sorry about this, but I can only spare you a moment.’


He pointed his friend to an armchair, took another himself, and they sat facing one another in the sunlight from a window looking out over the garden.


‘You needn’t apologise,’ replied the marquis. ‘I did not take the trouble to warn you of my visit.’


La Fargue and d’Aubremont were not only friends, but also brothers-in arms. They had fought together during the civil and religious war that had ravaged France, and helped Henri IV seize his throne. They had since drifted apart. Unlike La Fargue, the marquis had a name, a title, lands and a fortune to look after. All the same, their friendship had remained intact.


In the large, silent fencing room, d’Aubremont leaned forward and La Fargue did likewise, as the marquis said in a low tone of voice:


‘You will have guessed what has brought me here, Étienne. But before I say anything else, I would like to offer my condolences. I’m afraid I received your letter announcing Almades’ death too late, and I regret not having attended his funeral.’


‘Thank you.’


‘He was a brave man. A man of integrity.’


‘He saved my life. If not for him—’


‘What happened, exactly? Is it true, what they are saying?’


The captain of the Blades nodded sadly.


‘Le Châtelet was attacked by a great black dragon,’ he explained.


‘In broad daylight? Completely out of the blue?’


‘Yes. It came to destroy the Alchemist. It was only by chance that Almades and I happened to be there.’


‘So the Alchemist is to blame for this death as well?’


La Fargue understood what his friend was trying to say and met his sorrowful gaze.


‘Yes. In a manner of speaking.’


The Alchemist of the Shadows. He had been the Black Claw’s agent and an old adversary of the Blades. Five years earlier, in 1628, when the town of La Rochelle was besieged by the French royal armies, La Fargue had believed they were on the point of eliminating him, but the operation had become a terrible fiasco during which a Blade had lost his life. A young gentleman named Bretteville, the marquis’ eldest son. D’Aubremont mourned him deeply but had never said a word of reproach to La Fargue who, for his part, was keenly aware of his responsibility for the young Blade’s death.


There was a knock at the door and fair-haired Naïs, no doubt sent by Guibot, came in bearing a bottle and two glasses upon a tray. Sweet and self-effacing, she moved silently, her eyes lowered, as if she feared being noticed. She left almost immediately and La Fargue poured the wine. As brief and as discreet as it had been, the servant girl’s interruption had brought the two men back to the present.


And to the reason for the marquis’ visit.


‘Have you discovered anything about François?’ he asked.


Recently, d’Aubremont had requested the Blades’ assistance in the matter of his second son, the chevalier d’Ombreuse. He served with the Black Guards of the Sisters of Saint Georges, the religious order that had defended France and the crown against the dragons for the past two centuries. The Black Guards were charged with protecting the Chatelaines whenever they weren’t carrying out secret missions or military operations. But the chevalier d’Ombreuse seemed to have disappeared following a mysterious expedition to Alsace, and his father was desperate for news of him. So far all of his enquiries to the Chatelaines, as the Sisters of Saint Georges were commonly called, had been in vain.


‘It’s always the same closed doors, the same silences, and the same damned lies,’ declared the marquis. ‘I know they’re lying to me. Or, at least, they’re hiding something … But don’t I have the right to know what has happened to François?’


La Fargue had agreed his friend had the right, as had Agnès. She was the one person who could help d’Aubremont, having once been on the point of taking her vows with the Chatelaines. She had reluctantly agreed to renew contact with the community which, except for a few friends, had left her with bitter memories.


‘Agnès had a meeting with Mère Emmanuelle de Cernay,’ explained La Fargue as he poured another glass of wine for the marquis.


‘The former Mother Superior General of the Sisters of Saint Georges,’ d’Aubremont said in a hopeful tone. ‘And so?’


‘Mère Emmanuelle could shed little light on our affair. But as discreet as she was, the visit that Agnès paid her had an almost immediate effect: she provoked the interest and perhaps even some anxiety on the part of the present Mother Superior General, Mère Thérèse de Vaussambre.’


‘And what happened?’


‘You are aware that the queen detests the Chatelaines so much that she deliberately makes matters difficult for the sisters within her entourage, who are charged with ensuring her safety. Using this information, the Mother Superior General persuaded the Cardinal to assign Agnès to the queen’s service: as Agnès had been initiated into certain secrets of the Order during her novitiate, she would be able to protect the queen. As she is not one of the Chatelaines, she could do so without arousing her mistrust. And in order to lend a note of urgency to the Superior General’s argument, the head of the Chatelaines claimed there was an increased threat to the queen, justifying extra precautions.


‘But this threat was actually merely a means of preventing the baronne de Vaudreuil from investigating further.’


‘No doubt,’ said La Fargue.


Privately, he thought, however, that Mère Thérèse de Vaussambre may have been killing two birds with one stone. Of course, by assigning Agnès to the service of Anne d’Autriche, she could keep Agnès away from other sensitive matters. But subsequent events demonstrated that the queen had indeed been facing a grave threat. Had the Superior General got wind of the plot that the Blades had thwarted in the days that followed?


‘Be that as it may,’ resumed the captain of the Blades, ‘Agnès was very speedily admitted into the regular household of Her Majesty. Later, however, at the end of a course of events about which I’m afraid I can say nothing, Agnès received a letter from Mère Emmanuelle. I don’t know what the letter said, but Agnès left immediately, escorted by Ballardieu. That was a week ago, and we’ve had no news of them since.’


‘What?’ exclaimed d’Aubremont.


‘After François, now Agnès and Ballardieu have disappeared. Given the circumstances, I can scarcely believe it is a coincidence.’


In the modest room that he rented on rue Cocatrix, Antoine Leprat, the chevalier d’Orgueil, examined his reflection in the cheval glass that the tailor and his apprentice had left, at Leprat’s request, after his last fitting. The tailor had agreed politely, with a smile that failed to mask his unease.


So Leprat had hastened to reassure him:


‘You can send someone to fetch your mirror in an hour. I simply want to make sure that no further alterations are needed.’


He was lying.


Leprat was not a vain man, and he had no doubts about the cut or about the quality of the clothes he had ordered: the doublet and breeches suited him perfectly, and the shade of grey the tailor had recommended was both elegant and discreet. But as soon as he was alone, he put on a cape that he kept in a chest. Then, not without some apprehension, he turned towards his own reflection.


It was an old blue cape, with a white cross and silver braiding, which had been carefully washed and pressed. The cape of the King’s Musketeers.


Standing gloved and booted in this small room that was already growing quite warm, his famous white rapier at his side, Leprat needed to reassure himself that the musketeer’s uniform did not look incongruous upon his shoulders.


Not in his eyes, at least.


For being one of the King’s Musketeers was no small thing. Led by the comte de Tréville, the company formed part of the king’s military household. They were an elite body of gentlemen, all of whom had proved their quality through some bold action or several years of service in another corps. One did not become a King’s Musketeer through favouritism. It was an honour that was earned, and even then, one had to go on proving oneself worthy of wearing the coveted cape.


The chevalier d’Orgueil adjusted his.


Admitted to the Musketeers shortly after his twentieth birthday, he had distinguished himself in their ranks before he was recruited by La Fargue. But then the La Rochelle fiasco occurred, with the death of Bretteville and the inglorious disbanding of the Blades, sacrificed by Cardinal Richelieu on the altar of political expediency. Leprat had returned to the Musketeers and had served five more years there, until La Fargue re-formed the Blades and recalled him. He had accepted out of a sense of duty, but during his latest mission he had been forced to make intolerable moral compromises. And since Tréville had sworn, many times, that the door would always be open for him …


Leprat took a deep breath, straightened up and gave his reflection a determined look. After long deliberations he was left with one conviction, one which held no appeal for him: he had lost faith in La Fargue’s methods and would never again be a Cardinal’s Blade.


La Fargue accompanied the marquis d’Aubremont back to his coach, then watched as the team passed through the carriage gate and turned into the narrow rue Saint-Guillaume.


Saint-Lucq joined him.


‘What did you tell him?’ asked the half-blood.


‘The truth,’ replied La Fargue as he walked towards the stable.


Saint-Lucq followed him.


‘And?’


‘And then I had to dissuade him from appealing directly to the king.’


In the warm dimness of the stable, André was already saddling two horses for them. They waited for him to finish.


‘The marquis has a name, a title and a fortune,’ said the half-blood, cleaning the red lenses of his spectacles with a handkerchief. ‘He is a knight of the Order of Saint-Michel and the king honours him with his trust. Since this concerns his son, why hasn’t he appealed to His Majesty before now?’


‘Precisely because it concerns his son. The marquis is one of those men who believe that rank does not confer privileges. Asking for aid concerning his son would have been like asking for aid for himself, as a reward for his past services. D’Aubremont has too much nobility for that.’


Saint-Lucq put on his spectacles and observed:


‘But it is no longer just a question of his son.’


‘Indeed. So now the marquis sees fit to make use of his rank. It’s no longer a favour for himself, or for a noble of similar standing, but for another person. A woman, as it happens …’


‘That is a tribute to his sense of honour. So why convince him to do nothing?’


‘Because we aren’t certain of anything and I would like to speak with His Eminence first. D’Aubremont will help us as best he can, if we request his assistance.’


André led out the two saddled mounts. La Fargue thanked the groom and mounted up, immediately imitated by Saint-Lucq. In the courtyard, the air was already baking under a high, bright sun. The Saint-Germain abbey bells, in the distance, were ringing half past the hour.


‘God’s blood, it’s hot!’ murmured La Fargue, before lightly spurring his horse forward.


The stone was cool in the deep shade.


There was a metallic rattling sound in the heavy lock before the door opened with a creak that sounded like a high-pitched scream in the heavy silence. As it slowly swung wide, torchlight from the corridor illuminated an irregular trapezoid patch that gradually extended across the floor, strewn with old straw, before lapping against the rear wall. Widening further, the light finally reached Agnès, sitting in a corner of the cell. She looked up, a lock of hair falling across her weary face, and squinted painfully in the brightness.
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The hot weather had endured for too many long days and the brief nocturnal storm that had interrupted it the previous week had brought little respite. Paris was condemned to a prolonged ordeal under the scorching sun. Along with the heat came the smell and the filth. The still air stank, aggravated to the point of nausea by the acrid odour from the cesspits, the piles of manure in the courtyards, and the latrines where a mixture of urine and excrement fermented. And then there was the Parisian muck, a vile mud born of all the rubbish and droppings which proved impossible to remove from the streets of the capital. In the heat it formed a hard crust that crumbled beneath shoes, hooves, and iron-bound wheels, becoming a dust that got everywhere, sticking to damp skin, burning eyes, irritating throats and nostrils, and invading lungs. Even the most hardened individuals suffered sickness and headaches from this pollution, and one could only imagine the damage it did to those with weaker constitutions. Every year during this season, the dust drove the well-to-do out of the city and into the countryside in search of pure air. Today, as La Fargue and Saint-Lucq were crossing the Pont Neuf on their way to the Palais-Cardinal, the king himself was preparing to move his royal court to the Château de Saint-Germain.


But was his purpose solely to flee the foul air of Paris?


Sitting behind the desk in his splendid library, Cardinal Richelieu scratched Petit-Ami’s scaly skull with one fingernail. Rolled into a ball on his lap, the scarlet dragonnet sighed happily, its eyelids half-closed, while its master meditated, absently gazing at the documents before him.


There was a knock. Then Charpentier, His Eminence’s old and faithful secretary, appeared in the doorway.


‘It’s La Fargue, monseigneur.’


‘Send him in.’


Bowing, Charpentier withdrew at the same time as the Blades’ captain, his hat in hand, entered with a firm martial step, stood at attention in front of the desk, and waited, left fist gripping the pommel of his heavy Pappenheimer.


He didn’t move when the cardinal rose to put Petit-Ami back in its suspended cage, the dragonnet allowing itself to be shut away with obvious reluctance. Having performed this task, Richelieu did not return to his seat. Instead, turning his back to the room and to his visitor, he looked out of the window for a moment. He had a view of the magnificent gardens and the fountain that were being laid out to the rear of his palace, but his eyes were lost in the distance beyond them.


‘Paris is growling,’ he said. ‘I can hear her. Paris is growling with anger and this heat is not likely to help. But how can we blame her?’


The cardinal fell silent for a moment, then added:


‘Paris was attacked by a dragon, captain. In broad daylight, and without our being able to determine why. Furthermore, and worse, it singled out Le Châtelet, one of the symbols of His Majesty’s justice and authority. Do you know what people are saying? That before leaving, it circled the Louvre three times, roaring. A final challenge, as if to add insult to injury. It’s untrue, of course. But the rumour itself is significant, don’t you think?

OEBPS/logo_r1.jpg
GOLLANCZ
[ES——





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/map_r1.jpg
PARIS

THE YEAR OF OUR LORD






OEBPS/title_r1.jpg





OEBPS/msr_cvi_r1.jpg





